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THE CANON OF SCRIPTURE 

 

It was by the apostolic Tradition that the Church discerned which writings are to be included in the list of the sacred books. This 

complete list is called the canon of Scripture. It includes 46 books for the Old Testament (45 if we count Jeremiah and 

Lamentations as one) and 27 for the New. 

 

The Old Testament: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, 

1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah, Tobit, Judith, Esther, 1 and 2 Maccabees, Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song 

of Songs, the Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Baruch, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Joel, 

Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zachariah and Malachi. 

 

The New Testament: the Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, the Acts of the Apostles, the Letters of St. Paul to 

the Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, 

Philemon, the Letter to the Hebrews, the Letters of James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2 and 3 John, and Jude, and Revelation (the 

Apocalypse). (120) 

THE OLD TESTAMENT 

 

Divinely inspired – an indispensable part of Sacred Scripture 

The Old Testament is an indispensable part of Sacred Scripture. Its books are divinely inspired and retain a permanent value, for 

the Old Covenant has never been revoked. (121) 

 

God’s saving love - the mystery of our salvation present in a hidden way 

Indeed, “the economy of the Old Testament was deliberately so oriented that it should prepare for and declare in prophecy the  

coming of Christ, redeemer of all men”. “Even though they contain matters imperfect and provisional”, the books of the Old 

Testament bear witness to the whole divine pedagogy of God's saving love: these writings “are a storehouse of sublime teaching 

on God and of sound wisdom on human life, as well as a wonderful treasury of prayers; in them, too, the mystery of our salvation 

is present in a hidden way”.  (Vatican II, Divine Revelation) (122) 

 

The Old Testament is the true Word of God 

Christians venerate the Old Testament as true Word of God. The Church has always vigorously opposed the idea of rejecting the 

Old Testament under the pretext that the New has rendered it void (Marcionism). (123) 

 

THE NEW TESTAMENT 

 

The heart of the Scriptures – the life and teaching of God’s incarnate Son 

“The Word of God, which is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, is set forth and displays its power in a  

most wonderful way in the writings of the New Testament” which hand on the ultimate truth of God's Revelation. Their central 

object is Jesus Christ, God's incarnate Son: his acts, teachings, Passion and glorification, and his Church's beginnings under the 

Spirit's guidance. (Vatican II, Divine Revelation)  (124) 

The Gospels are the heart of all the Scriptures “because they are our principal source for the life and teaching of the Incarnate 

Word, our Saviour”. (Vatican II, Divine Revelation) (125) 

 

The formation of the Gospels 

We can distinguish three stages in the formation of the Gospels: 

1. The life and teaching of Jesus. The Church holds firmly that the four Gospels, “whose historicity she unhesitatingly affirms, 

faithfully hand on what Jesus, the Son of God, while he lived among men, really did and taught for their eternal salvation, until the 

day when he was taken up.” 

2. The oral tradition. “For, after the ascension of the Lord, the apostles handed on to their hearers what he had said and done, but 

with that fuller 

understanding which they, instructed by the glorious events of Christ and enlightened by the Spirit of truth, now enjoyed.” 

3. The written Gospels. “The sacred authors, in writing the four Gospels, selected certain of the many elements which had been 

handed on, either orally or already in written form; others they synthesised or explained with an eye to the situation of the 

churches, the while sustaining the form of preaching, but always in such a fashion that they have told us the honest truth about 

Jesus.” (Vatican II, Divine Revelation)  (126) 
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The Gospels hold a unique place in the Church 

The fourfold Gospel holds a unique place in the Church, as is evident both in the veneration which the liturgy accords it and in the 

surpassing attraction it has exercised on the saints at all times: 

“There is no doctrine which could be better, more precious and more splendid than the text of the Gospel. Behold and retain what 

our Lord and Master, Christ, has taught by his words and accomplished by his deeds.” (St Caesaria the Younger) 

“But above all it's the Gospels that occupy my mind when I'm at prayer; my poor soul has so many needs, and yet this is the one 

thing needful. I'm always finding fresh lights there, hidden and enthralling meanings.” (St Thérèse of Lisieux) (127) 

 

THE UNITY OF THE OLD AND NEW TESTAMENTS 

 

The unity of the divine plan through typology 

The Church, as early as apostolic times, and then constantly in her Tradition, has illuminated the unity of the divine plan in the 

two Testaments through typology, which discerns in God's works of the Old Covenant prefigurations of what he accomplished in 

the fullness of time in the person of his incarnate Son. (128) 

 

The New Testament has to be read in the light of the Old 

Christians therefore read the Old Testament in the light of Christ crucified and risen. Such typological reading discloses the 

inexhaustible content of the Old Testament; but it must not make us forget that the Old Testament retains its own intrinsic value as 

Revelation reaffirmed by our Lord himself. Besides, the New Testament has to be read in the light of the Old. Early Christian 

catechesis made constant use of the Old Testament. As an old saying put it, the New Testament lies hidden in the Old and the Old 

Testament is unveiled in the New. (129) 

 

Typology indicates the dynamic movement toward the fulfilment of the divine plan when “God [will] be everything to everyone” 

(1 Cor 15:28). Nor do the calling of the patriarchs and the exodus from Egypt, for example, lose 

their own value in God's plan, from the mere fact that they were intermediate stages. (130) 

 

SACRED SCRIPTURE IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH 

 

Food for the soul, a pure and lasting fount of the spiritual life 

“And such is the force and power of the Word of God that it can serve the Church as her support and vigour, and the children of 

the Church as strength for their faith, food for the soul, and a pure and lasting fount of spiritual life.” Hence “access to Sacred 

Scripture ought to be open wide to the Christian faithful”. (Vatican II, Divine Revelation)  (131) 

 

The soul of theology, catechetics, and preaching 

“Therefore, the ‘study of the sacred page’ should be the very soul of sacred theology. The ministry of the Word, too - pastoral 

preaching, catechetics and all forms of Christian instruction, among which the liturgical homily should hold pride of place - is 

healthily nourished and thrives in holiness through the Word of Scripture.” (Vatican II, Divine Revelation)  (132) 

The Church “forcefully and specifically exhorts all the Christian faithful... to learn ‘the surpassing knowledge of Jesus Christ’ 

(Phil 3:8), by frequent reading of the divine Scriptures. ‘Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ’ (St Jerome).” (Vatican 

II, Divine Revelation)  (133) 

 

IN BRIEF 

 

• The Church accepts and venerates as inspired the 46 books of the Old Testament and the 27 books of the New. 

(138) 

 

• The four Gospels occupy a central place because Christ Jesus is their centre. (139) 

 

• The unity of the two Testaments proceeds from the unity of God's plan and his Revelation. The Old Testament 

prepares for the New and the New Testament fulfils the Old; the two shed light on each other; both are true Word 

of God. (140) 

 

• “The Church has always venerated the divine Scriptures as she venerated the Body of the Lord”: both nourish 

and govern the whole Christian life. “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path” (Ps 119:105). (141) 

 

 
 


