
 

THE DIVISION OF THE HEBREW BIBLE 

Keep in mind that we are still engaging the CANONICITY OF THE BIBLE, and that by Hebrew Bible we 

mean the Jewish Bible with has 39 books found accepted by our separated brethren. This Jewish Bible is 

divided into three parts: The Law (Tôrāh), the Prophets (Nebiim), and the Writings (Ketûbim). One finds 

evidence of this in the Prologue of the Book of Sirach, also known as Ecclesiasticus. “Many great teachings 

have been given to us through the law and the prophets and the others that followed them, on account of 

which we should praise Israel for instruction and wisdom…” Another evidence of this three-part division 

is found in the NT, in the Gospel Luke Jesus reminds his disciples “that everything written about me in the 

law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled” (Lk 24:44).  

From this text, we learn that the Risen Lord in Luke’s account has at least four things to tell us about the 

OT:1. The Canon of the Hebrew Bible is tripartite. 2.The first part of the OT is attributed to Moses.  It is 

the Law of Moses. 3. The Psalter represents the third part of the Hebrew Canon and this gives us a clue as 

to the importance of the Psalms at the time of the Writer.  The Book of Psalms stands as pars pro toto (part 

or an aspect of the third division, the Writings); it represents the third part of the Hebrew Bible, probably 

because of its significance. 4. Everything written in these three divisions of the OT, in the entire Hebrew 

Bible, is about Jesus. 

The Law (Tôrāh). Tôrāh is from the Hebrew verbal root yrh “to throw, shoot, direct, teach, instruct”.  The 

noun Tôrāh means “direction, instruction, law”.  The first five Books of the Bible are considered as law. 

Interestingly, the Law is the only writing that the Samaritans have as their own Bible. These first five books 

in the Greco-Latin writings are called Pentateuchos (Biblos understood) in Greek and its transliteration in 

Latin as Pentateuchus (Liber understood).  Pentateuchos is a compound word from two Greek terms penta 

(combining form of pente “five”) “five” and teuchos “tool, implement, scroll, book.” These first book books 

are Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. The names of these five Books are derived 

from the key words or phrase in the first verse of each Book: Genesis – Bereshit In the beginning; Exodus-

’Elleh Shemot These are the names; Leviticus- Wayiqrah And he summoned; Numbers- Bamidbar In the 

desert; Deuteronomy- Haddebarim The words. This mode of five-fold division is found in the Book of 

Psalms and Gospel of Matthew, and it is probable that both the Psalter and Matthew base their 

segmentations on the division of the most important part of the Hebrew Bible, the Tôrāh.  

The Prophets Nebiim: The second division of the Hebrew Canon is in turn divided into two: the Former 

Prophets and the Latter Prophets.  The Former Prophets are Joshua, Judges, 1-2 Samuel 1-2 Kings. Books 

included in the Latter (major) Prophets are Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve (minor) Prophets: 

Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and 

Malachi.  

The Writings Ketûbim: These are Psalms, Proverbs, Job, the Five Megilloth or Scrolls (that consist of 

Canticles, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther), Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah 1-2 Chronicles. What we 

have seen above is the order in which the Books of the Bible in the Hebrew Bible today are arranged. 

However, some ancient lists of the books in the Hebrew Bible, however, consider the total number of 

Hebrew Scripture to be twenty-four or even twenty-two instead of thirty-nine so as to correspond to the 

number of letters in the Hebrew Alphabet.  According to this list, there are: The first five books, the 

Pentateuch; The prophets are divided into Former Prophets (Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings = 4) and 

Latter Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve Minor Prophets are considered a single book 

because each set of writings forms one complete scroll) therefore there are four scrolls of the Latter 

Prophets; The Writings are eleven (11) in number: Psalms, Proverbs, Job, and the five Megilloth or Scrolls 

(Canticles, Ruth, Lamentation, Ecclesiastes and Esther), Daniel, Ezra/Nehemiah, and Chronicles.   

Our next entry will be reviewing the OT Canon of the Roman Catholic Church, the Qumran and the Dead 

Sea Scrolls.  

  

 


