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I.  General Introduction to the Holy Bible as a Whole 

 A.  Preliminary Considerations 

  i.   From your own thoughts, how to you define the Bible. 

  ii. From your own convictions, why is the Bible important? 

iii. We must first Study the Bible as a whole before looking at it in 
detail because the context determines the meaning of any particular 
text. 

  iv. Definition of the Bible: 

   a. Byblos was a city in Phoenicia (Lebanon) 

b. “Scrolls” in Greek: ta biblia (neuter pl.), when the Latin biblia 
(Fem. Singular), hence the English Bible.  

c. The Bible: the collection of writings (“Scriptures”) in which God 
tells us what all men must believe in order to be happy here and 
hereafter. 

v.  To be happy not only hereafter but even here in this life, we must 
know our history, our nature and our purpose, i.e., we must know 
where we are coming from, who we are, how we are now, where 
we are going, and how to get there. 

vi. The answers to these questions are so difficult to discover that even 
after devoting much time to their solution, only a few people would 
be able to answer them, and then only partially and with an 
admixture of error (See, St. Thomas Aquinas, O.P., Summa 
Theologiae, 1-1-1). 

vii. The answer to these questions have been, because of His mercy, 
been revealed by God, and as a vehicle for this divine revelation 
most pertinent to our happiness and human development, the Bible 
calls us to study its treasures. 
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II.  The Formation and History of the Canon 

 A.  The Old Testament 

i.   The Hebrew division: the Law (Torah – first five books), the 
Prophets and the Writings (everything not the law or the Prophets, 
e.g. the Psalms); of these the Law is the most important.  

ii. The process of and motives for canonization of certain books by 
the Jews is not fully know, but consistency with their faith in general 
was the intrinsic criterion; and use in the liturgy and having been 
written in Hebrew, in Palestine, and before the demise of Esdras 
were the extrinsic ones. 

iii. The Writings used in the liturgy were the Psalms. 

iv.  The Hebrew canon finally got defined in reaction to the Jewish 
“heresy” of Christianity; those books were excluded which had not 
yet achieved permanent canonical status and which were being used 
by the Christians to prove the Messiahship of Jesus of Nazareth.  

v. Besides the struggle against Christianity, secondary motives for 
defining the canon of Tanakh were: the harmful influence of Greek 
philosophy, and the proliferation of Jewish apocalypses.   

vi.  Tanakh:  the usual Hebrew collective term of the Old Testament 
(O.T.), composed of the initials from Torah (the Law), Nevi’im 
(Prophets) and Ketuvim (Writings).  [From the Encyclopedia Judaica].  
Jews do not use “Old Testament” because that implies there is a 
New Testament. 

vii. The Hebrew Canon was defined by the Council of Jamnia, 90 A.D., 
in Judea; until then, no rigid notion of canonicity existed.  Two men 
important to the history of the center at Jamnia and its council: 
Rabban (“our teacher”) Johanan ban Zakkai (1 A.D. – c. 80 A.D.) 
and Akiba ben Joseph (c. 50 A.D. – c. 135 A.D.).  

viii. Jamnia excluded seven books and parts of two other books up to 
then general regarded as canonical: 

 Tobit, Judith, parts of Esther (10:4 – 16:24; in NAB scattered under 
letters), Wisdom, Sirach, Baruch, Parts of Daniel (3:24 – 90; 13; 14), 
1 and 2 Maccabees. 
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IX. The Qumran Community had at least Tobit and Sirach as sacred 
books, though canonicity was unknown for the Writings until 
Jamnia. 

X.   In 13A.D., the LXX (Septuagint) was condemned and discounted 
by every Orthodox Jew.  The LXX is the Greek translation made 
in Alexandria of the O.T., and it includes the books excluded at 
Jamnia in Palestine. 

XI. The Catholic division of the O.T.:  The Pentateuch (“five-fold 
book”), the Historical Books, the Wisdom Books, the Prophetic 
Books.  The division of New Testament is parallel: the Gospels (the 
New Law), the Acts of the Apostles, the Epistles, and Revelation. 

XII. Related readings: 

 i.   On Bible and Scriptures(s): 

biblos:  2. Macabees 8:23, Matthew 1:1; bibloi: Daniel 9:2; 
biblion: Luke 4:7; graphe: 2 Timothy 3:16; graphai: Romans 
1:2. 

ii.  On the Formation and History of the Canon: Deut. 31:9; 
2(4) Kings 22 – 23; 2 Chron. (Para.) 34:14; Neh 8:13; 1 Mac. 
12:9; 2 Mac 2: 13 – 15; 15:9; Sir. (Forward), and chapters 44 
– 50; Matt. 5:17, 7:12; Luke 16:16, 24:44; Acts 13:15, 24:14 
and 28:23; then all the books or part in no. viii above. 

iii. N.T. traces of the deuterocanonical books and parts (whose 
listed on p. 4 above, no. viii): 

 Sir 28:2 in Matt 6:14; Wis 2:12 – 15 in Matthew 27:39 – 40; 
Wis 13 – 14 in Romans 1:20; 2 Mac 6:18 – 7:42 in Heb 11:35 – 39; 
Sir 5:11 – 13 in James 1:19; Wis 3:5 in 1 Peter 1:6 – 7 and 2 Co 4:17; 
Tobit 4:9 in Matt 6:20 and James 5:3; Judith 13:18 in Luke 1:42; 
Baruch 4:29 in Romans 10:6; 1 Mac 12:9 in Rom 15:4.  No even the 
protocanonical O.T. Esther is quoted in the N.T., not even by 
allusion, or in the protocanonical O.T.; 2: Mac 15:36 alludes to 
Esther 9:17 – 22, but this is a deuterocanonical alluding to the 
protocanonical. 
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B.  The New Testament 

 1.  Criterion: revealed as inspired, based on: 

  a.  A tradition emanating from Christ or from an Apostle that a 
particular book was inspired. 

  b.  An Apostolic connection for a particular book. 

  c.  Fits the Faith previously received. 

  d.  Use in the liturgy. 

 2.  Communication between the patriarchal churches encouraged 
uniformity in the canon. 

 3.  Marcion’s canon, around 140 A.D., witnesses to a N.T. collection 
through the expurgation it attempts, retaining only Luke corrected 
according to Marcion’s views and ten of St. Paul’s epistles (no 1 and 2 
Tim, Ti, or Heb). 

 4.  St. Justine Martyr (d. 165) and Muratorian Canon (c. 180) mention 
many of the N.T. books. 

 5.  The earliest list of all 27 N.T. books was given by Origen (c. 185 – c. 
255) in a homily on Jos 7:1, or by his contemporary, Dionysius (190 – 
265), both in Alexandria.  This list is repeated by St. Athanasius, patriarch 
of Alexandria (295 – 373), in one of his festal letters.  St. Augustine (354 
– 430), Bishop of Hippo of Africa, repeats this list in his De doctrina 
Christiana (397).  Under his influence the Council of Hippo (393) and the 
two Councils of Carthage (397, 419 respectively), listed in the N.T. Canon 
as we have it today.  Indeed, Augustine and these three councils also 
settled the Catholic O.T. canon as it is today.   

6.  In the 16th Century, Luther rejected the Apocalypse, James, Jude and 
Hebrews, but in the 17th Century the Lutherans readmitted them. 

7.  The Council of Trent realized that before making doctrinal and moral 
definitions, it had to define the list of books which were inspired and upon 
decisions on faith and morals could be based.  On 8 April 1546, in its 
decree De canonicis scripturis, defined the O.T. and N.T.  infallibly for all 
time.  It lists 45 O.T., counting Lamentations and part of Jeremiah, and 
27 N.T. books. 
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III. Revelation, Inspiration, Tradition, and Summary 

 A.  Divine revelation is the disclosure of specific truths by God, and it is public 
or private, and of natural or supernatural subject matter: 

  1.  Public: the truths are presented to the public at large and everyone is 
expected by God to believe them, for these are the truths all men need to know in order 
to be saved, i.e. in order to be happy in this world and the next.  These truths are needed 
either absolutely or relatively: 

   i. Absolutely necessary truths are those without which salvation is 
not possible at all, e.g. that God exists: “Without faith it is impossible to please God.  
Anyone who comes to God must believe that he exists, and the rewards those who seek 
him.”  (Heb. 11:6). 

   ii. Relatively necessary truths are those without which salvation, 
though theoretically possible, remains more improbable than probable, e.g. the truth 
regarding baptism and the Eucharist: “Jesus replied: ‘I solemnly assure, no one can enter 
into God’s kingdom without being begotten of water and Spirit.’” (John 3:5).  “Let me 
solemnly assure you, if you do not eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, 
you have not life in you.”  (John 6:53). 

  2.  Private: the truths disclosed are not among those God requires anyone 
to believe, for they merely make still easier that happiness which is already possible and 
probably because of public revelation.  The Church sometimes approves a private 
revelation, thus assuring people that the truths disclosed are indeed a help for salvation 
and that they have been disclosed in an extraordinary manner, but in such cases the 
Church never exercises her infallibility and people are free in faith to accept the 
Church’s judgment or not, though prudence includes one to do so.  Examples are the 
Marian apparitions and messages of Guadalupe, Fatima and Lourdes.  

  3.  Of natural subject matter: the truths could have bene discovered by 
man, and thus can be proven by reason without appealing to revelation, e.g., the 
existence of God and the Ten Commandments (cf. Rom. 1:18-32, Wisdom 13:1, 8-9; 
Rom. 2:14-15.) and the immortality of the soul. 

  4.  Of supernatural subject matter: the truths disclosed could never have 
been discovered by man, e.g. the Trinity, the divinity of Christ.  

 B.  Inspiration:  The practical movement given by God causing someone 
accurately to write down truths that have been revealed.  Inspiration is public or private, 
of supernatural or natural subject matter, according as the revelation is. 
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 C.  Tradition: the handing on from generation to generation of beliefs and 
practices. 

  1.  Divine: the beliefs and practices handed on contain and convey God’s 
public revelation; thus included are: 

   a.  The Bible, which is the collected record of God’s public 
inspiration and which was formed by the practice of gradually gathering into one the 
writings considered publicly inspired as they were passed down through the ages. 

   b.  Revealed truths only implicitly in the Bible but made increasingly 
explicit through the experiences and the Biblical mediations of generation after 
generation of Catholics. 

  2.  Human: the beliefs and practices handed on do not contain or convey 
public revelation. 

---------------------------------- 

A summary of the preceding pages: 

 1.  Public revelation was normally first given to one person, a prophet, who then 
gave it to the public at large; thus public revelation was disclosed to the public not 
directly by God but through human mediators, e.g. Moses, Jesus Christ, St. Paul. 

 2.  The on receiving the revelation was often distinct from the one inspired to 
write it. e.g. Christ and Matthew. 

 3.  Translations are not inspired, and thus are called “versions,” as “the Latin 
version,” the “English version.” 

 4.  Whatever the reasons the O.T. had been received by Israel as inspired (see 
pp. 3-4 above), the Church retained the O.T. books more immediately because Jesus 
Himself had accepted them as inspired, as during His temptations, when He repeatedly 
rebuffed Satan by saying, “But Scripture has it . . . .,” quoting Deuteronomy.  The 
Church however maintained as still binding only those elements in the O.T. consonant 
with the new revelations made by Christ and His apostles. 

 5.  The original, inspired N.T. books needed acceptance and approval by the 
Church to certify that they indeed contained and conveyed accurately those truths 
revealed by Christ and the apostles and already believed in by the Church.  

 6.  Thus we see that the Bible comes from the Church and not vice versa, and 
thus the Church is the final arbiter of the Bible and not vice versa.  [Namely, because 
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of no. 5 immediately above (and II.B.1.c.): to be canonical, a book could not contradict 
but had to fit the faith already received without any books from the preaching of Jesus 
and the Apostles.]  

 7.  As with the inspired books of the Bible in their original languages so also and 
all the more so must translations be approved by the Church to certify that they are 
consonant with and accurately convey God’s revealed and inspired truths; in this we see 
the Church in her role as “the pillar and mainstay of the truth.”  (1 Tim. 3:15). 

  

  

  


