
THE CANONICITY OF THE BOOKS OF THE BIBLE 

You must have noticed that the Catholic Bible has more books (73) than the Protestant’s (66). How 

do we account for this? Again, many writings circulated with the collection of books we have 

today in the Bible, and so the Church underwent a long process in choosing the constituent books 

of the Bible.  The terms “canon” and “canonicity” are employed for this process. Canon from its 

Greek kanōn simply means “rule, standard, sphere of action or influence, province, and limits.” Its 

Latin derivative canna translated into English as Cane originally means “reed, a straight rod, or 

bar,” that is a tool used for measuring. Regarding the Bible, the word Canon/Canonicity refers to 

the authoritative list of books acknowledged by the Church as inspired by God and as having a 

regulating value for faith and morals.   

The Roman Catholic Church adopts two terms for the canonical Books of the OT.  The thirty-nine 

Books of the Hebrew Bible, which are also the books found in the OT of the Protestant Bible, are 

called Protocanonical Books. Other books of the OT that are not found in the Jewish canon of the 

OT are called Deuterocanonical Books.  These books include the books of Tobit, Judith, 1-2 

Maccabees, Wisdom, Sirach, Baruch, the Letter of Jeremiah (cf. Baruch 6) some parts of Esther 

and Daniel. According to the Catholic Church both Protocanonical and Deuterocanonical books 

are inspired, and they are canonical. The term Protocanonical does not mean that these books were 

canonized before or that they are more important than the Deuterocanonical.  The only difference 

is that the Protocanonical Books were accepted with little or no debate, whereas there was some 

debate about Deuterocanonical Books. 

You may want to know too, that among the followers of Martin Luther the thirty-nine books of the 

OT that the Catholic Church calls Protocanonical Books are called Canonical and the remaining 

seven and some parts of Esther and Daniel are termed Apocrypha. According to them, the 

Apocryphal Books are those books which are not held equal to the Sacred Scripture and yet useful 

and good for reading. With the strong influence of Luther who rejected the doctrine on Purgatory, 

especially the text used in 2 Macc 12,46 (Vulgate), many Protestants moved the Deuterocanonical 

Books to the appendix of their Bibles while others deleted them. 

But on the other hand, the Catholic Church uses the term Apocrypha for those books that are similar 

in content or title to the canonical books but are not included in the canon of the Bible. The 

Protestants call these non-Biblical Books Pseudepigrapha. These are books or writings 

collectively wrongly titled or attributed; spurious writings, especially Jewish writings ascribed to 

various biblical patriarchs and prophets but composed circa 200 BC – AD 200.  

Different processes were followed in the canonicity of the books of the OT and the NT. Let’s begin 

with the OT. The canonicity of the OT first started among the Jews.  We call their Bible “The 

Hebrew Bible” because it is mainly written in Hebrew language, besides a few texts in Aramaic. 

The Hebrew Bible, which is the Bible adopted by our Separated Brethren are thirty-nine (39). 

When it comes to the criteria for the Canonicity of the Books in the Hebrew Bible, No one knows 

the exact criteria employed in the selection of the Books in the Jewish canon.  The following are 

some suggestions on this: 

1. Some suggest that the Torah is the canon by which all the Jewish canonical books were 

judged.  In other words, the books in the Hebrew canon are those ones that conform to the message 

of the first five books of the Bible. 



2. Others believe that “sanctity was an indispensable ingredient for canonization.” Books that were 

accepted into the canon are those that are holy and inspired by God. They had to have a certain 

objective sacred quality which differentiated them from all other non-sacred books. Furthermore, 

“material that appeal to national sentiment and pride, such as the narrative of the great events of 

the past and the basic documents of the national religion, would particularly if employed in the 

cult, inevitably achieve wide popularity and be endowed with sanctity”. 

3. Another suggestion holds that the books in the Hebrew canon are those that celebrated or 

reported Yahweh’s activity. 

4. Yet another suggestion is that Hebrew canonical books are those that have cultic value, books 

that were used in the cultic celebrations. 

5. In his book, Contra Apionem 1.8, Flavius Josephus (A Jewish writer of the 1st century AD) 

mentions another criterion: the canonical books had to have been composed during the period 

between Moses and Ezra (about 1250-428 BC). 

 

 

  

 


