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Engaging Minds, Hearts, and Hands for Faith
An education that is complete is the one
in which hands and heart are engaged

as much as the mind. We want to let our
students try their learning in the world and

so make prayers of their education.
—Bl. Basil Moreau, C.S.C.

Founder of the Congregation of Holy Cross

The Bible is a record of the divine plan of Salvation, of the presence of God in these holy words, and of his 
desire to share his merciful love with you. This text is a companion to the reading, studying, and praying 
with Sacred Scripture. The task is encouraged through

uncovering details of the composition of Sacred Scripture, including authorship 
and themes, to enhance a greater appreciation of the Bible as God’s inspired Word.

engaging with the words of Scripture through reflection and prayer while continu-
ing to ask how the Sacred Word is speaking to you.

taking up the message of essential Good News of the Bible and sharing it with 
others to the ends of the earth.
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a Hunger for God
The Bible is a source of Divine Revelation that can help you to seek out God—
who is also looking for you.

What Is the Bible?
For Catholics and most Christians, the Bible is a written  
record of God’s Revelation.

Who Wrote the Bible? a Question of Inspiration
God inspired human authors to write the Bible and the Church to determine 
which books would be in its official canon.

How Can We Read the Bible?
The Bible must be read differently than any other book. It is primarily a prayer 
book reflecting on God’s presence and inspiration.
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 2 Introduction to Sacred Scripture

a Hunger for God
As you move into adulthood, leaving childhood and 
adolescence behind, old relationships with parents 
mature and change, and new relationships with friends 
and potential spouses take on a new importance. At 
the same time, faced with opportunities at college and 
in employment, you may quite rightly find yourself 
asking new questions. And you may not be so read-
ily accepting of old answers as you once were. This 
can be an exciting time, but also a time of inner tur-
moil and deep unfulfilled longing for meaning and 
companionship.

You were created by God for a purpose, part of 
which is to find happiness. So, foremost among your 
means of successfully negotiating life’s new pros-
pects at this time of change is to discover the plan 
that God has for you. New experiences, the struggle 
to be independent, being in love, having your heart 

broken, witnessing how much suffering there is in the 
world—and sometimes in your own life—all help you 
recognize how necessary it is to have a more adult 
relationship with God. In fact, you, along with many 
others your age, may experience a great hunger for 
the presence of God, who is the answer to so much of 
what we want out of life and each other. In that spirit, 
the ancient psalmist prayed, with anguish, fervor, and 
hope:

O God, you are my God—
 for you I long!
For you my body yearns;
 for you my soul thirsts,
Like a land parched, lifeless,
 and without water.
So I look to you in the sanctuary
 to see your power and glory.
For your love is better than life;
 my lips offer you worship! (Ps 63:2–4)

You have likely already recognized that you are 
not just an accident of the universe. You were fash-
ioned by a Creator, and for a purpose. Inevitably, since 
God is good, fulfilling that end for which you were 
made will lead to your lasting joy and contentment. 
The psalmist understood this. The hunger you have to 
understand, fit in, express yourself, and be at peace 
are all intimately tied up with God’s ultimate purposes 
and the way you cooperate with his plan—or not.

Thus, it is appropriate to hunger for more from 
this relationship, not simply because you are leaving 
the ways of a child behind, but because the pursuit 
of God’s will is the only real way forward to a path 
of happiness and fulfillment. What you will discover 
once you begin the pursuit of understanding God and 
his will is that there will always be room for growth. 
At the same time, curiously, some of the most difficult 
struggles to be fully adult will also help you to gain 
the wisdom needed to enter into that relationship in a 
deeper, more satisfying way.
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 Introduction to Sacred Scripture 3

The Pursuit of God
Find a number of ways to develop a 
deeper understanding of God in your 
pursuit of that deeper relationship. You 
can find evidence of God in the beauty, 
complexity, wildness, and vast expanse 
of the created universe around us. St. 
Paul wrote in the Letter to the Romans, 
“Ever since the creation of the world, 
[God’s] invisible attributes of eternal 
power and divinity have been able to 
be understood and perceived in what he 
has made” (Rom 1:20). The observant 
person celebrates the magnificence of 
both the easily experienced beauties of 
nature and the amazing complexities 
of living beings. We can also experi-
ence God in the best relationships we 
have with other people, who are made 
in God’s image and likeness (Gn 1:26–
28). In order to enter into real intimacy 
with God, we can only do so with the 
help of his grace. Through the natural 
light of human reason, we have the ca-
pacity to know God and to welcome 
him into our lives. Over the centuries, 
God gradually disclosed himself. The 
fullness of Divine Revelation is Je-
sus Christ, the Son of God made man, 
in whom God has established his cov-
enant forever. The Son is the Father’s 
definitive Word, and there is no further 
Revelation after Jesus. Hence, the rich-
est experience of knowing God comes 
in the full participation in the sacra-
mental life of the Church.

One of the most enriching aspects of 
the Church’s experience of God comes 
from its reception of Divine Revelation 

in the Bible. What you can discov-
er in the Bible is that while you 
are seeking something more sat-
isfying from God, he is seeking 
the same from you. In fact, the 
record of the Bible shows that 
God has been working through-
out the entire course of hu-
man history to reach out 
to humanity and fashion a 
permanent bond with us, to 
last into eternity.

This book is intended 
to help you to consider 
how the Bible fits into your 
personal life, your life as 
a member of the Catholic 
Church, and to help you to 
understand God, hear his 
voice, and respond well.

Reflect
How do you imagine what it would 
be like to have an “adult relation-
ship” with God?

Divine Revelation
The way God communi-
cates knowledge of himself 
to humankind, a self-
communication realized 
by his actions and words 
over time, most fully by his 
sending us his divine Son, 
Jesus Christ.
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 4 Introduction to Sacred Scripture

What Is the Bible?
If you ask several different people to define the Bi-
ble and explain why it matters, you would get sev-
eral different answers. For Catholics and, in fact, for 
most Christians, the Bible is God’s communication, 
God’s Word in written form. From century to century, 
believers have found in the Bible comfort and chal-
lenge, support and guidance, teaching and correction 
that they have recognized, especially with deep study, 
as having come from God.

When respected people—such as presidents, 
priests, teachers, and parents—speak, wise people lis-
ten. Consider those individuals who are important and 
trustworthy to you in your own life and how carefully 
you pay attention to them. Being attentive is all the 
more important with God. It is astounding to consider 
even the possibility that God, who is infinite, all-pow-
erful, and all-knowing, would make the effort to spend 
time communicating with us, his creation. In the Bi-
ble, God did precisely that.

Of all the materials and sources of information 
you might study, there is probably nothing more 

useful than the Bible—precisely because it speaks to 
questions that matter most: how you ought to treat par-
ents or be treated by them; how you should respond 
to peer pressure; and why sex should be reserved for 
marriage. We might also ask, What does it mean to re-
ally love, or to be in love? Is it ever permissible to tell 
a lie? How should others treat us? The list of possible 
questions addressed by the Bible goes on and on, even 
addressing questions you might not have now, but will 
matter to you in the near future—when you have chil-
dren or employees of your own, when you are sick or 
lonely, when your nation goes to war and asks you to 
serve in the military, or when you are trying to decide 
what matters most when voting.

The answers to these questions aren’t always easy 
to find. The more you know about the Bible and con-
sider its content, the clearer idea you will have on any 
given issue concerning God’s perspective. With this 
assistance, you will be quicker at finding the answers 
you will be seeking. So, the Bible is key to understand-
ing God and what matters to him, how God thinks, and 
how God is, in fact, speaking to you about your own 
life. For this very reason, it is easy to understand why 
the Bible is the best-selling book of all time, with over 
six billion copies sold in modern times.

As you will see, the Bible is filled with many re-
wards for those who pray with it. It can also be even 
more rewarding for those who study the Bible, which 
does have its challenges. Many parts of it require un-
derstanding other cultures, languages (Hebrew, Ara-
maic, or Greek), styles of writing (e.g., genealogies 
and epistles), or simply engaging in careful literature 
study that helps us to understand how things all fit to-
gether. A good place to start is to consider how the 
Bible came to be at all.

 Review
What are some challenges of Bible study?
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 Introduction to Sacred Scripture 5

Who Wrote the Bible? a 
Question of Inspiration
Usually we know who wrote a book because the au-
thor’s name is listed on the cover and title page. Most 
of the time, an author’s biography is included as well. 
Sometimes, though, authors have been known to hide 
their identities with pseudonyms, such as Mark Twain, 
whose real name, as you know, was Samuel Clemens. 
It also happens that some authors have ghostwritten 
books for others. This often happens when the “au-
thor” of a biography, perhaps an actor, politician, or 
sports figure, is not really a proficient writer. He or she 
might use the services of a professional writer to make 
sure that his or her life is interesting and the biography 
well written.

The question “Who is the author?” should be an 
important one regarding the Bible. Curiously, many 
people, Catholics included, have never spent time 
considering the authorship of different Bible books, 
not to mention how they were written, how they were 
recognized as the Word of God, and how they were 
collected into one book. It’s not enough to say, simply, 
that “God is the author,” since the clouds did not open 
up and angels did not descend on powerful wings, pre-
senting the believers of the Church with a complet-
ed text of the Sacred Scriptures, handwritten by God 
himself. God inspired human authors to compose the 
Bible.

The Bible’s complex formation begins with each 
of its two sections, the Old Testament and the New 
Testament. Each have very different histories. Sacred 
Scripture: A Catholic Study of God’s Word discusses 
how the two Testaments came to be and resulted in 
their current forms. For now, we will simply state that 
the ancient Israelites (called “Jews” after the Babylo-
nian exile) and the earliest Christians believed that cer-
tain writings so clearly indicated that God’s Spirit had 

guided the writers. The writings themselves were un-
derstood to be inspired. In other words, the Bible was 
a team effort where various people willingly cooper-
ated with God’s promptings while writing. Medieval 
artists painted portraits of biblical authors. The Holy 
Spirit, in the form of a dove, sat on the authors’ shoul-
ders and whispered into their ears—in essence, giving 
dictation. More likely, though, the authors wrote to the 
best of their abilities, responding to circumstances of 
their own time and place while using their God-given 
gifts. As you can see, this is not precisely like ghost-
writing. Some authors were provoked by the evils they 
saw; others, like the psalmists, were moved to create 
expressions of their happiness, worry, fear, anguish, or 
triumph. Others, seeing a need for greater understand-
ing, wrote Gospels and letters to teach, challenge, sup-
port, and comfort.

Some works, like the Book of Isaiah, took more 
than one generation of writing and more than one 
writer to reach the form we have now. Others, such as 
the very short Letter to Philemon, were probably com-
posed in a single sitting. Many Old Testament books 
were written by very sophisticated people who had the 
best educations that their world offered. The Gospel 
of Mark, though, seems to have been composed by 
someone who, though clearly brilliant, was not partic-
ularly well educated, and may not even have been lit-
erate. If this is true, the author of Mark’s Gospel would 
have had to dictate his entire book to a scribe. If so, he 
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 6 Introduction to Sacred Scripture

wouldn’t have been the only one to get such help. For 
an example of how St. Paul used scribes, check out the 
end of his Letter to the Romans, 16:21–22, where the 
scribe, Tertius, while taking dictation from St. Paul, 
added a small greeting to Paul’s letter.

Many Old Testament books were written for the 
great and powerful people who led the Israelites; oth-
ers were written about those leaders, or even to chal-
lenge them; yet others, some of the most rich—and yet 
confusing—books of the Old Testament, were written 
to instruct priests in their care of the Temple and its rit-
uals. Some New Testament books, such as the writings 
of St. Paul, were very practical responses to questions 
the early Christians posed, as in his two Letters to the 
Corinthians. These questions came to him through 
messengers, such as Timothy (1 Thes 3:6–3:7), or by 
letters, like the one from Chloe and her people (1 Cor 
1:11). The Gospels, written to proclaim the life and 
teachings of Jesus, serve as the most important books 
of the Bible for Christians.

Some people today would be more comfortable 
with understanding the Bible if they knew that God 
simply took control of the writer, dictating word for 

word all of its content. But if you consider how God 
has been at work in your own life, then you will admit 
that God has never forced or manipulated you, or any-
one else you know, to do or say anything. God has cer-
tainly encouraged you through your conscience and 
guidance from the good people around you. But force 
you? That is just not God’s way. So it makes no sense 
to suggest that God would operate any differently with 
the people who assisted in the writing of Scripture.

As a result, some ideas, and even documents, had 
to pass through a number of editions and writers be-
fore they reached the final form that pleased God and 
communicated the fullness of what God wanted to 
convey. The guarantee, though, is that since God was 
so intimately involved in the authoring of the books 
of the Bible, we can depend on the Scriptures to accu-
rately inform us of messages and teachings that God 
wants us to hear and know. This leads us to consider 
the Bible’s primary message . A careful review of both 
the Old Testament and New Testament reveals that a 
primary message of the Bible is that God desires to 
save humanity from the terrible consequences of sin. 
We can also recognize that this Salvation extends be-
yond the events in this world to an eternal life to be 
shared with God forever. Being all-knowing and all-
powerful, God always succeeds in his plans. Since 
the Bible is God’s work, it only makes sense that we 
can depend on God to successfully communicate in 
its pages what we need to understand about our Sal-
vation. As the Second Letter to Timothy states, “All 
scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teach-
ing, for refutation, for correction, and for training in 
righteousness, so that one who belongs to God may 
be competent, equipped for every good work” (2 Tm 
3:16–17).

Another important lesson to consider is that God’s 
inspiration only starts with individual authors writing 
the books of the Bible. Once a book was written, it 
had to be recognized as God’s inspired word. Many 
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 Introduction to Sacred Scripture 7

other religious writings from the Jews 
and early Christians were not accepted 
as inspired Scripture. For Catholics, 
deciding which books to include in the 
Old Testament meant recognizing that 
the Jews were God’s Chosen People, 
and that their inspired books set the 
stage for the coming of the Messiah, 
Jesus Christ. (The title “Christ” means 
“Anointed One” or “Messiah.”) Ear-
ly Church leaders, who received their 
position through the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit and apostolic succession, 
determined which writings were suit-
able to include in a canon, or official 
collection of biblical books.

Some books of the New Testament 
were chosen because they were associ-
ated very early on with eyewitnesses to 
Jesus’ life and ministry. The Gospel of 
John is described as the eyewitness tes-
timony of the “Beloved Disciple” (Jn 
21:24). Other Gospels and books of the 
New Testament were accepted because 
their authors were understood to be the 
companions of the actual eyewitnesses. 
This may have been the case for Mark’s 
Gospel. Eusebius, an early Church his-
torian writing around AD 300, quoted 
Bishop Papias of Heirapolis (ca. AD 
125?) who claimed that an unnamed 
“elder” had reported the following:

Mark, who was Peter’s in-
terpreter, accurately wrote as 
much as he remembered of 
what the Lord did and said, al-
though it was not in an orderly 
sequence, for Mark neither 
heard nor followed the Lord. 

It was Peter who fashioned the 
teachings as necessary. When 
doing so, though, Peter did not 
give an orderly account of the 
Lord’s words. So Mark did not 
err when writing the things he 
could remember, since his one 
intention was neither to omit 
nor to falsify them.

In fact, it took a few centuries be-
fore the early Church was able to deter-
mine with certainty which of the many 
books written after the time of Jesus 
should be considered suitable for proc-
lamation and, hence, part of the New 
Testament. In the first centuries of the 
Church’s history, some people were as 
motivated by non-Christian thoughts 
and ideas as they were by the teach-
ings and life of Jesus. Because of these 
outside influences, the beliefs of some, 
who came to be known as Gnostics, 
were not acceptable to the Church. The 
disagreements between them, though, 
led the early Church to carefully exam-
ine what was truly necessary for belief, 
and what was erroneous. The majority 
of Gnostic writings simply were not 
faithful to the tradition handed down by 
Jesus and his eyewitnesses and shared 
with early Church members. As a re-
sult, they were not accepted into the 
New Testament canon. St. Athanasius, 
writing in AD 367, is the earliest Fa-
ther of the Church to provide us with a 
complete list of all twenty-seven books 
of the New Testament that survive to 
this day.

apostolic succession
The handing on of the 
preaching and author-
ity of the Apostles to their 
successors, the bishops, 
through the laying on of 
hands, as a permanent of-
fice in the Church.
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 8 Introduction to Sacred Scripture

In summary, “inspiration” implies more than sim-
ply a writer cooperating with God to produce a text. 
It also involves the guidance of the Holy Spirit to de-
termine which books are inspired, and those that are 
not. The Church-approved canon of the Bible finally 
included forty-six Old Testament books—along with 
the twenty-seven books of the New Testament.

Reflect
• In what ways have you experienced God’s 

inspiration in your life?

• Tell about a time that you have used (or 
can imagine using) the Bible for prayer or 
inspiration.

Why We Study the Bible
The Bible has passages that are both beautiful and in-
spiring, and others that are heartrending and shocking. 
The entire Bible is suitable for study as good litera-
ture. The primary purpose for Catholics to study the 
Bible is to help them to understand what God is saying 
in the texts. On the other hand, because human authors 
of the Bible wrote in ancient times, their understand-
ing of things like history, physics, biology, the geog-
raphy of distant lands, and the like, are much different 
from what is accepted as fact today. For example, peo-
ple who had no concept of modern historical writing 
actually wrote many biblical texts that resemble what 
today might be considered historical accounts.

More importantly, the Bible tells us that the Sa-
cred Scriptures “are capable of giving [us] wisdom for 
salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Tm 3:15–
17) and the assurance that since God inspired the 
Scriptures, they are useful for teaching, rebuking, and 
correcting. This makes sense, since we recognize that 
God’s primary purpose, while respecting our free will, 
is to bring us close in this life and to share eternal life 
with us in death. We have every reason to trust that God 
is all-powerful and all-knowing, and he accomplishes 

everything he sets out to do. If God wants to commu-
nicate with us, it’s going to happen. If the Holy Spirit 
inspires a person to write, and the Church to recognize 
that writing as inspired by God, the writing will faith-
fully convey as much as God desires from it. For this 
reason, the Bible is inerrant—meaning that all the re-
ligious truths that God desires us to understand for the 

sake of our Salvation are dependable, without error, 
and thus, trustworthy.

As you read the Bible, know that it is not intended 
to serve as a historical account. History, by and large, 
is not critical for Salvation. Also, while the sciences 
reveal the splendor of God’s handiwork, knowledge of 
the sciences is not critical for Salvation, either. Nor are 
the details of geography essential to our relationship 
with God. Not all Christians read the Bible that way. 
Some take a literal or fundamentalist view, and hold 
that the entire Bible is inerrant in historical, scientific, 
and geographical detail because God, literally, is the 
author. Catholics carefully recognize that inerrancy 
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extends to those things essential for our Salvation, and 
with spiritual maturity, ask whether it is necessary to 
extend inerrancy over every written detail in the Bible.

 Review
1. What does it mean to say that God inspired 

the human authors of the Bible?

2. What is a primary message of the Bible?

3. Explain why God’s inspiration of Scripture 
only starts with the writing of the books of 
the Bible by the individual authors.

4. Why did it take until the fourth century be-
fore the Church determined with certainty 
which books made up the New Testament?

5. How many books were approved by the 
Church in the final canon of the Bible?

6. What does it mean to say that the Bible is 
inerrant?

Reflect
Share an example that points out how historical 
facts differ from religious truth.

How Can We Read the 
Bible?
Because the uniqueness of the Bible is God’s inspired 
word, it must be read differently than any other type 
of book. Above all, the Bible must be read as a prayer 
book, reflecting God’s presence and inspiration. To 
enhance further Bible study, use the guidelines listed 
below, which are explained in the following sections. 
For reading biblical passages:
• Consider how the Church understands the passage.
• Realize that the Bible was written by multiple 

authors.
• Consider the intentions of the original author.
• Recognize the genre.
• Put the passage in context, both within its own 

text and within the Bible as a whole.
• Use a commentary, and read the notes.
• Remember that Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tra-

dition are “bound closely together, and communi-
cate one with the other” (CCC, 80).
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 10 Introduction to Sacred Scripture

Know What the 
Church Teaches
First and foremost, it is important to re-
member that the Bible is the Book of 
the Church. Catholics believe that Sa-
cred Scripture is the “speech of God 
as it is put down in writing under the 
breath of the Holy Spirit” (Dei Verbum, 
9). The inspired texts of the Bible con-
tain the fullness of God’s Revelation. 
The task of interpreting God’s Word 
(both in Sacred Scripture and Sacred 
Tradition) is entrusted to the Church 
alone.

That the Bible is the “Book of the 
Church” is significant, because for many 
Christians the opposite is true: they be-
long to a “church of the Book.” Several 
Christian denominations do not assign 
equal weight to Scripture and Tradition. 
For some Christians, the Bible is God’s 
final Revelation to the world. Answers 
to every human concern and modern is-
sue can be answered according to this 
view. This is not the way that Catholics 
understand the Bible.

Remember that the Holy Spirit in-
spired the biblical authors to write, and 
then assisted the early Church in recog-
nizing which writings were authentic. 
Even then, the Holy Spirit’s work is not 
complete regarding the Bible. It is every 
bit as important that the Church under-
stands God’s Word. With this in mind, 
the Spirit has, from the beginning, as-
sisted the Church to interpret, teach, and 
proclaim God’s Word to the world, and 
especially to those who believe.

The Psalms insist that “[t]he gen-
eration to come will be told of the Lord, 
that they may proclaim to a people 
yet unborn the deliverance you have 
brought” (Ps 22:32). The Church, from 
its first days, has taken this mission se-
riously, studying all of the passages of 
the Bible. This project required draw-
ing connections between the words 
of the prophets and Jesus’ life. It also 
used Jesus’ life and teaching as the pri-
mary lens for understanding all the be-
liefs of those who came before him. In 
fact, in the words of Sacred Scripture, 
God “speaks only one single Word, his 
one Utterance in whom he expresses 
himself completely” (CCC, 102). That 
word is Christ. The Church quite right-
ly reexamines how it applies Jesus’ 
teaching in this or that particular time 
and place. The Spirit guides this pro-
cess so that the Word can take root in 
the lives of those who read it and bear 
fruit. As the Book of Isaiah prophesied:

For just as from the heavens
 the rain and snow come down
And do not return there

Sacred Tradition
The living transmission of 
the Church’s Gospel mes-
sage found in the Church’s 
teaching, life, and wor-
ship. It is faithfully pre-
served, handed on, and 
interpreted by the Church’s 
Magisterium.
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 till they have watered the earth,
 making it fertile and fruitful,
Giving seed to him who sows
 and bread to him who eats,
So shall my word be
 that goes forth from my mouth;
It shall not return to me void,
 but shall do my will,
 achieving the end for which I sent it. 
(Is 55:10–11)

According to an ancient tradition, Scripture can be 
distinguished between two senses: the literal and the 
spiritual. The spiritual sense can be subdivided into 
the allegorical, moral, and anagogical senses.

The literal sense is what the words mean at the 
surface level and, as it was understood at the time, 
how things actually happened. The spiritual sense or 
mystical sense refers to not the words themselves, but 
rather what is signified by the words. The further di-
visions explain the spiritual sense more. The allegor-
ical sense reasons out doctrine, those things we are 
supposed to believe, from the details of the biblical 
narratives and recognizes the significance of Christ in 
scriptural events. The moral sense seeks instruction 
for living and behaving; that is, what we are to do. 
The anagogical sense derives heavenly matters from 
the earthly matters described in the narrative; that is, 
what is being awaited—eternal life. For example, the 
Church on earth is a sign of our destiny in Heaven.

Two medieval examples help us to understand 
more about these terms (though the senses of Scrip-
ture are found not only in the medieval period, but 
also in antiquity and in Sacred Scripture itself). First, 
look at different ways to think about the city of Jerusa-
lem. It was literally a city in the mountainous regions 
of Judea; allegorically, it represented the Church; mor-
ally, it symbolized the upright, moral soul; anagogi-
cally it epitomized the coming heavenly Jerusalem. 

Next, consider the Exodus of the Chosen People from 
Egypt in the Old Testament. The Exodus, literally, was 
a historical fact; allegorically, it represented Jesus’ 
Salvation of the world; morally, it symbolized the in-
dividual’s conversion to God; anagogically, it embod-
ied, in death, our departure from this life to the eternal 
life of Heaven.

It is possible to take these interpretive lenses too 
far. For example, using this often free and expressive 
kind of interpretation, St. Augustine, while preaching 
on the second multiplication of the loaves (Mk 8:1–9), 
concluded that the seven loaves represented the sev-
enfold work of the Holy Spirit, the four thousand men 
were all people from the four corners of the earth, and 
the seven baskets of fragments were the perfection of 
the Church. These interpretations are not part of the 
Church’s official teaching.

But we can see, in other circumstances, that these 
interpretive approaches can help us frame some key 
questions that we might ask, particularly of narra-
tive portions of Scripture (as opposed to letters or 
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sermons). For example, when we read the parable of 
the prodigal son (Lk 15:11–32) we have to ask our-
selves: did the story actually happen, or is it just a par-
able, a story from Jesus? What should we believe as a 
result of this story? Who do the characters represent? 
Is the father meant to represent the future of God, or 
people at their best? Are we the younger son or the 
older? Does the story imply any moral implications 
of greed and self-indulgence, intolerance, and judg-
mental behavior? Does it suggest that we should be 
quick to ask forgiveness, give pardon, or both? Is the 
banquet just a family celebration, or does it represent 
the heavenly banquet?

If a fool never learns, and an average person 
only learns from his or her own experiences, the real 
strength is to be like the wise men and women able to 
learn from the knowledge and understanding of oth-
ers. By understanding the four senses of Scripture, 
your Bible reading will be transformed. By using this 
Catholic approach to the Word of God, you can more 
easily overcome the distance of time and discover the 
intimate solidarity that exists between the People of 
God in the Bible and your life in the Catholic Church 
today. In that spirit, every Catholic who reads the Bi-
ble needs to examine and take seriously the wisdom 
of the Church in every age. It makes sense, then, for 
you to spend time studying the Bible and its teachings 
with others, especially guided by Catholic religious 
education programs, high school religion classes, par-
ish youth groups, college courses, and campus minis-
try programs.

 Review
What do you think is the meaning of the parable 
of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32)?

Consider Multiple Authorship
If a single author had witnessed to all of the events 
portrayed in Scripture and wrote the books of the 
Bible, we would read the Bible differently. Actually, 
an ancient tradition says that Moses was the sole hu-
man author of the Pentateuch, the first five books of 
the Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and 
Deuteronomy). This viewpoint obviously overlooked 
some important details. For example, Moses’s death, 
burial, and subsequent mourning for him are recorded 
in Deuteronomy 34:5–8. It is an extraordinary author 
who can describe his own death and burial! Today, the 
Church accepts that several different people were ac-
tually responsible for authoring the texts of the Pen-
tateuch, while not denying the role of Moses in its 
development. For one thing, Moses was lawgiver par 
excellence.

Within several Bible books, readers can detect 
a complete change in literary style and vocabulary 
from one passage to another, indicating more evi-
dence of multiple authorship. Consider Genesis 15:5, 
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for example, where God takes Abram 
outside and asks him to count the num-
ber of the stars in the sky. Only a few 
verses later, in Genesis 15:12, though, 
the sun is only then beginning to set! 
Apparently two completely distinct 
stories, one about God’s agreement to 
provide Abram with a son (verses 1–6), 
and another where God promises to 
give Abram land (verses 7–12), were 
combined into a new, joint account of 
God’s covenant with Abram.

Many of the Old Testament books 
have very complex histories, were writ-
ten by several authors, are from vastly 
different time periods, and were often 
refashioned by later editors/authors 
to address entirely new problems and 
questions. Wherever this is the case, it 
is good for us to know who was writing 
or editing, to whom they were writing, 
and the current political, social, and re-
ligious issues they were addressing be-
fore we begin the study process. The 
kind of Bible study based on looking 
at its sources and history, in both the 
Old and New Testaments, is called the 
historical-critical method. Some be-
lievers may be uncomfortable because 
they would like the Bible to be histori-
cally accurate in every detail, and the 
historical-critical method is often very 
suspicious of historical details in the 
Bible. The starting point for Catholics, 
though, is that God is speaking to us—
whether the text is historical writing 
or not. If the historical-critical method 
can help us to identify the real author 
and time of writing, then we can better 

know the real context the stories and 
teachings addressed, helping us to in-
terpret them correctly. The Pontifical 
Biblical Commission wrote that

the historical-critical method 
is the indispensable method 
for the scientific study of the 
meaning of ancient texts. Holy 
Scripture, inasmuch as it is the 
“word of God in human lan-
guage,” has been composed by 
human authors in all its vari-
ous parts and in all the sources 
that lie behind them. Because 
of this, its proper understand-
ing not only admits the use of 
this method but actually re-
quires it. (“The Interpretation 
of the Bible in the Church”)

The Pontifical Biblical Commis-
sion also stated in the same report an 
even more crucial point that “no scien-
tific method for the study of the Bible is 
fully adequate to comprehend the bibli-
cal texts in all their richness. For all its 
overall validity, the historical-critical 
method cannot claim to be totally suf-
ficient in this respect.” For that reason, 
the Church utilizes the method among 
others for studying the biblical texts.

Several passages help to engage the 
historical-critical method. For exam-
ple, knowing that the story of Noah and 
the Great Flood (Gn 7) was borrowed 
from much earlier sources can help us 
to understand the point of the story. 
When the Chosen People were exiled 
in Babylon, the story was written in the 

historical-critical 
method
A method the Church uses 
for understanding biblical 
texts in their original set-
ting and for discovering the 
intention of the original 
author.
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form we have today. The Jews in Baby-
lon were caught in a situation similar to 
Noah’s. Their homes, towns, cities, and 
Temple had all been destroyed. While 
in Babylon, they also learned that they 
weren’t as special as they thought. Je-
rusalem wasn’t really the center of 
the world—Babylon was much more 
impressive. Even the great Temple of 
Solomon wasn’t as imposing as the 
Babylonian ziggurats. Their whole un-
derstanding of who they were and how 
they fit into the world had crumbled. 
They were like Noah on that ark, sur-
rounded by a sea of utter destruction.

Centric to the Noah story, though, 
is a key verse: “And God remembered 
Noah” (Gn 8:1). At that point, the flood-
water receded, Noah and the animals 
were rescued from the ark, Noah built 
an altar, and God made a covenant with 
him. For the Babylonian exiles, the 
Noah story’s purpose was not to teach 
ancient history, but to promise the exiles 
that if they could be as faithful to God 
in their time of trial as Noah had been 
in his, then God would remember them. 
The floodwater would recede in their 
own lives. They would return and re-
build their homes, towns, and cities, and 
God would renew a covenant with them.

Reading the story from the perspec-
tive of the actual time it was written of-
fers new insights. Acknowledging that 
it is likely not historically based doesn’t 
damage the meaning. Rather, we rec-
ognize that the story of Noah and the 
Great Flood was an instruction from 
God for the Jews to remain faithful in 

hard times. It is an offer of hope for fu-
ture generations. Understanding this, 
we can then apply the real point of the 
passage to our own lives. We, too, are 
challenged to remain faithful to God 
when it seems as though our own lives 
have crumbled around us. God, still us-
ing this story to talk with the present 
age, promises to remember us, too.

Scholars recognized that the Noah 
story was actually borrowed from more 
ancient stories, such as the flood hero 
Utnapishtim from the Epic of Gil-
gamesh. They determined that the 
monotheistic Israelite ancestors of 
the Babylonian exiles completely re-
worked the story’s pagan roots to make 
it relevant to them. Scholars also real-
ized that a couple of different versions 
were combined to create the form we 
have today—altering the story so that 
at its very heart, everyone could hear 
and appreciate the message that God 
remembers Noah (and us) in distress.

Consider the  
Intentions of the 
Original Author
The historical-critical method helps us 
to view biblical passages and books in 
the context of the inspired author and 
the original audience. It is one of the 
most important first steps in listening to 
God’s voice in the Scriptures.

The people who wrote the Bible 
had no glass windows, polyester cloth-
ing, plastic bottles, machine-milled 
cloth, prescription lenses, pharmaceu-
tical pain relievers, electricity—or any 

Epic of Gilgamesh
Part of a well-circulated 
Mesopotamian poem dis-
covered to have been in 
circulation in the ancient 
world as early as 2000 
BC. While there are simi-
larities to this Epic and the 
Noah flood story, the bibli-
cal story is unique because 
it shows how God reveals 
himself to humans and 
hints to humans’ eventual 
destiny.
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of the things that electricity makes possible: hair dry-
ers, televisions, computers, telephones, MP3 players, 
electric lights—the list of things from our world they 
didn’t have or even think of goes on and on. The origi-
nal human authors of the Bible could not have possi-
bly imagined what our lives would be like today. We, 
too, can easily forget (or, perhaps, have never learned) 
what life was like in the Middle East two to three thou-
sand years ago. It’s hard for us to imagine their world, 
in which most people were illiterate, where people 
lived on the edge of hunger most of their lives, and 
where approximately 75 percent of those who didn’t 
die as infants were dead by their mid-twenties. In fact, 
archeological evidence suggests that 60 percent of 
those who survived infancy were already dead by age 
sixteen. That statistic is bound to make us think about 
how different life was back then.

Ancient people also had very different ideas about 
human behavior. Slavery was normal. Fathers often had 
power of life and death over their children. Husbands 
had legal control of their wives. A very small percent-
age of people, less than 5 percent, owned almost ev-
erything and controlled the government. Religion and 
government (church and state) were not separate, as the 
state often interfered in and controlled religion.

When we consider the differences in the way of 
life between then and now, it’s surprising how much 
of the Bible actually makes profound sense to us. 
Many things, though, if we are not careful, can con-
fuse and mislead us. For example, if we don’t know 
why almost all women covered their hair when they 
went out in public in biblical times, we cannot hope 
to understand why Paul would ask them to keep their 
heads covered when they prayed or prophesied (1 Cor 
11:3–16). Only when we understand what an uncov-
ered woman’s head means in St. Paul’s world can we 
think to apply the actual sense of such passages to our 
own lives, where covered and uncovered heads don’t 
have the same significance.

Because of cultural differences in education, 
technology, and the like, the Church encourages us 
to begin our Bible reading by investigating what the 
Scriptures meant to the original writers and readers. 
Only after we understand the context can we hope to 
understand how to best apply God’s communication to 
them to our own lives. This means that you will need 
some helps in order to do very thorough Bible study. 
You will need some kind of commentary or other good 
set of notes, such as those on the bottom of the study 
editions of the New American Bible. See also “How 
to Read and Pray with the Bible” (pages 305–13) for 
more ideas for biblical commentaries.

Recognize the Genre
When we see the sports page headline “Padres Beat 
Giants,” most of us would be able to recognize that 
what will follow is a story about how a San Diego 
baseball team defeated another team from San Fran-
cisco. We recognize the kind of writing as a sports 
article, not a book or poem or political news report. 
Someone from the Middle Ages, though, knowing 
nothing about baseball or our team names, would al-
most certainly have misunderstood the title, picturing 
in their minds a story about priests beating up on tall 
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people, and would have no way to understand the ar-
ticle itself.

Something similar happens when modern people 
look at ancient stories in the Bible. We often fail to 
recognize that they usually are not history texts, at 
least not as we understand the word “history.” Rather, 
these stories intend to communicate religious truth, 
demonstrating the many ways that God has broken 
into human lives to save us. It is important to note that 
religious truth, and truth itself, is not the same thing as 
“historical fact.”

For example, it is a fact that tortoises and hares 
do not actually race each other, as in Aesop’s fable 
about the tortoise and the hare. It is true, though, that 
dogged perseverance will sometime win when erratic 
brilliance fails. This fable teaches a truth, not facts. 
The Scriptures are not fables, and often have very real 
historical events behind and underlying their record. 
At the same time, though, we have to ask ourselves 
what it is that we are really after when we read (and 

pray with) the Bible: facts or truth? In doing so, admit-
tedly, we open ourselves up to being disappointed if 
it’s the “facts” that appeal the most to us.

Facts are good and valuable in their own place. 
They help us to order our understanding of the world 
around us. When we ask questions about how we are to 
live, and what God wants from us, though, truth may ac-
tually be more important. The point here is that, again, 
we need to consider what the ancient writers, who were 
neither historians nor scientists, intended when writing. 
History and science were much less popular writing 
forms for them, and had much less rigid standards than 
our own, leaving much more room for inventiveness 
and artistry than is typical in reporting today.

The important point is to recognize that the original 
human authors’ understanding of what kind of writing 
was produced is the one that counts, and not neces-
sarily how the biblical literature resembles writings 
that meet our standards. This points out again that we 
need resources like biblical commentaries, Bible study 
courses, and books like this to be able to read the Bible 
stories without getting confused. Ultimately, we need 
the help of the Church, “which exercises the divinely 
conferred commission and ministry of watching over 
and interpreting the Word of God” (CCC, 119).

Put the Passage in Context
Any phrase taken out of context can appear to mean 
something different from what was originally intend-
ed. For example, let’s imagine that a governor said in 
her speech, “Some people say ‘taxes are too low’ but I 
say they should be even lower,” and a newspaper was 
to quote her, word for word. The story might come 
out like this: “The governor said in her speech yester-
day, ‘taxes are too low.’” The newspaper, in this case, 
could say, “We quoted her exactly; those were her very 
words!” In a deceptive way the newspaper would be 
right, but the reporter made it appear, by leaving out 
eleven key words, that her position was the opposite 
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of what she meant. This practice may actually be more 
common in the TV and film industries. In deciphering 
what you read and hear, it is important to look at the 
full context of someone’s words.

Similar things happen when Scripture passages 
are taken out of context. For example, think about the 
passage from Jeremiah 29:11: “For I know well the 
plans I have in mind for you, says the Lord, plans for 
your welfare, not for woe! plans to give you a future 
full of hope.” This sounds like a nice message, right? 
The only problem is that it wasn’t addressed to a gen-
eral audience or to us as individuals. If we look at the 
verses before and after this passage, we can see the 
Lord spoke that passage, through Jeremiah, specifical-
ly to the Babylonian exiles, promising to bring them 
back to Jerusalem at the appropriate time. We need to 
ask ourselves whether it is correct to take this point-
edly direct statement and make more general applica-
tions of it.

In a similar way, in Luke 8:19–21, when Jesus 
heard that his mother and brothers were looking for 
him, he responded, “My mother and my brothers are 
those who hear the word of God and act on it.” It 
would be possible to suggest from this passage that 
Jesus rejected his mother along with the rest of his 
relatives. (Another point to consider: the translation 
for “brothers” may actually refer to “cousins.”) Ear-
lier in Luke’s Gospel, however, in 1:26–38, when the 
angel Gabriel told Mary that she would give birth to 
the Savior by the power of the Holy Spirit, Mary was 
in fact the very first person in the Gospel to hear the 
Word of God and act on it, when she responded, “May 
it be done to me according to your word” (Lk 1:38). 
Jesus’ phrase does not exclude Mary; rather, it sug-
gests that we have to be like her to be in the family of 
Jesus. The first passage (Lk 1:26–38) helps to better 
understand the fullest meaning of the second passage 
(Lk 8:19–21).

Context refers to more than a passage’s immediate 
conditions, or even how it is shaped by the book or let-
ter that contains it. It is fair to say that we can expect 
God to be consistent. In a unique way, the Bible can be 
seen as one unit, since God is the uniting and singular 
author, inspiring all of its books. Therefore, we can 
expect consistency and a principle of unity between 
any particular passage and all other passages in all the 
other books of the Bible on that subject. While Bible 
study can lead us to a deeper understanding of each 
passage, taken in isolation, a deeper and fuller under-
standing of the given topic of each passage requires 
further theological exploration. Theology means, in 
essence, the study of God. In this case, it would mean 
the study of God’s fuller meaning of any given text.

As an example of this point, review this passage 
from the Second Letter to Timothy:

He saved us and called us to a holy life, not ac-
cording to our works but according to his own 
design and the grace bestowed on us in Christ 
Jesus before time began. (2 Tm 1:9)

Taken in isolation, it would seem to say that God saved 
us by “grace” and not by our “works.” However, Ro-
mans 2:6–10 makes it clear that eternal life is only 
available to those who do good works. It is possible to 
take either passage alone and make the position, in the 
first, that good works don’t matter (though the passage 
is almost certainly talking about observing the prac-
tices of the Jewish law and not good works at all), or 
in the second that only good works matter. The truth is 
really a more complex combination of both passages, 
that Salvation is always an undeserved gift from the 
mercy and grace of God. There is always an immea-
surable inequality between God and us, for everything 
comes from him. Any merit that we receive is only 
because of God’s free plan to associate us with the 
work of his grace. But, we demonstrate our openness 
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to God’s gift by using his grace to be and do good, 
which is, in itself obedience to Jesus’ teachings.

To arrive at a better understanding of any 
passage, we have to know how it accurately 
fits in with the words and sentences around 
it, with the historical situation and cul-
tural understandings of the writer, 
and with the rest of the Bible. The 
next section points out how we 
must also consider what the Church under-
stands about the Scriptures as well.

Use a Biblical  
Commentary and Notes
Modern Catholic biblical commentaries and notes 
are helpful for making sense of the unusual passages, 
as well as those that are hard to translate. They also 
provide background on the outline of biblical books, 
comments on authorship, date of composition, and 
formation of the content of each book. Excellent com-
mentaries can be drawn from the introductions in the 
New American Bible or from the Catholic Study Bible 
for the New American Bible. Other catechetical ref-
erences like the Catechism of the Catholic Church, 
the Compendium of the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, and the United States Catholic Catechism for 
Adults each provide various explanations of Scripture. 
For more discussion on this topic, note the Appendix 
section, “How to Read and Pray with the Bible,” pag-
es 305–13.

Biblical commentaries can help to explain the var-
ious translations of the text from the original languag-
es. The Old Testament was written in Hebrew before 
being translated to Greek. Understanding the trans-
lation of the words and their meanings is important. 
Anyone who speaks two languages learns quickly that 
jokes that are hilarious in English usually fall com-
pletely flat in Spanish, French, or Vietnamese. Many 
ideas and expressions simply don’t translate well.

For example, the prophet Isaiah described a vi-
sion in which seraphim, the angels in God’s heavenly  
throne room, had two wings with which they “hovered 
aloft,” and another two wings covering their faces, im-
plying that the glory of God was too bright, even for 
angels. The peculiar thing is that they have still two 
more wings with which they cover their feet (Is 6:1–
3). Why would they be covering their feet? The casual 
reader will almost certainly not stumble upon the right 
understanding of this curious detail without help. This 
passage only makes sense when we learn that in He-
brew “feet” is sometime used as code language that 
native speakers of the prophet’s time understood for 
“nakedness.” They were too prudish, at least by our 
standards, to say what they really meant. A good study 
text wants to be as close to the original as possible, but 
it will have to include notes at the bottom of the page 
to make curious passages like this one make sense for 
us. Check your own Bible and its commentary to see 
how or if it offers this passage any explanation.

Reflect
How does your Bible’s commentary section inter-
pret the passage in Isaiah 6:1–3 concerning two 
wings that cover the feet of the angels?
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Remember That  
Sacred Scripture and 
Sacred Tradition 
Make Up  
Catholic Beliefs
Catholics have always recognized that 
some of Jesus’ teachings were recorded 
in the New Testament—but many were 
not, as the Scriptures themselves indi-
cate in John 20:30–31. We refer to the 
entire collection of Catholic beliefs as 
the Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradi-
tion of the Church. To be clear, these 
beliefs begin in the teachings of Jesus 
Christ, which were preached by the 
Apostles after his Death, and have been 
preserved and interpreted from that 
time by the Church’s Magisterium. 
Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture 
have the same source; they make up 
the single deposit of the Word of God. 
For example, some transmissions of 
the Gospel were recorded in the spe-
cific written form of the Bible; others 
are included in that body of beliefs 
shared by all Catholics that were not 
written in a scriptural way. In fact, both 
kinds of beliefs—Sacred Scripture and 
Sacred Tradition—have the same di-
vine source and have always been ac-
cepted as true and necessary, precisely 
because they were handed down from 
the Apostles since the beginning. They 
were taught, and, where necessary, de-
fended by the pope, bishops, and teach-
ers of the Church in every age.

The Apostles’ same preaching is 
also the basis of the New Testament. 

A careful student of history will note 
that the very early Church existed for at 
least fifteen years before the first of the 
New Testament books was written, and 
long before they were collected into 
one “testament.” The earliest letters of 
St. Paul, the first of the inspired authors 
to write after Jesus’ Death, weren’t 
written until AD 50 at the earliest, a 
good decade and a half after Jesus’ 
Death, Resurrection, and Ascension. 
These first scriptural writings were a 
continuation of Paul’s preaching minis-
try. Some were letters written to people 
he knew personally and had brought to 
faith and conversion, like the commu-
nity of believers at Corinth. Other, later 
writings were to individuals and com-
munities he had heard of but not yet 
visited, like the Church of Rome.

The material that eventually formed 
the four Gospels was also preached for 
four to six decades before they were put 
in the written form, as we have them to-
day. The Gospel writers clearly did not 
put down everything that Jesus did or 
taught. The Church’s faith has always 
accompanied the written Scriptures 
and has helped us to understand the 
Bible’s teachings. For example, Chris-
tians have always believed in the Holy 
Trinity; that is, the belief that there is 
only one God, made up of the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit. We find 
some references in the New Testament 
that indicate this belief.

We can see that Paul believed that 
Jesus is God in Philippians 2:6 where, 
writing about Jesus, he says, “though 

Magisterium
The official teaching office 
of the Church. The Lord be-
stowed the right and the 
power to teach in his name 
to Peter, the other Apostles, 
and their successors. The 
Magisterium is the bishops 
in communion with the suc-
cessor of Peter, the Bishop 
of Rome (Pope).
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BIBlICal  
TRaNSlaTIONS TOday
Not all Bibles are translated the same way, even 
into the same language. Anyone who has spent time 
doing serious Bible study learns quickly that the Bible comes in a number of different translations. Some 
use simple language and are suited to private prayer, like the Good News Bible. Others aim for being 
fairly literal, and thus are more difficult to read but, because of their accuracy, are the best for study, 
like the New American Bible (NAB) and the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV). Others use poetic, 
artistic language, like the New Jerusalem Bible, that is suitable for both public prayer and worship. The 
New American Bible is the Bible that is referenced in this study guide.

Among the greatest differences between Catholic and Protestant Bible translations are the numbers 
of books listed in them. The differences between the lists spring from a historical problem. In the first 
century AD, Jews had more than one edition of their Hebrew scriptures, the core of the Old Testament. 
Most Jews at that time spoke Greek, and required a translation of the Hebrew scriptures into Greek. 
That translation was referred to as the Septuagint, which means “seventy,” in Greek. This name sprang 
from a mythological story in which seventy-two Jewish scholars translated the books from the original 
Hebrew into Greek for the pharaoh of Egypt.

A problem arises, though, since the Hebrew version of the Bible seems to have contained only thirty-
nine books, while the Greek edition of the text was longer! The Septuagint had a number of texts that 
the Hebrew version did not include, among them Tobit, Judith, 1 and 2 Maccabees, Wisdom of Solomon, 
Sirach (sometimes called Ecclesiasticus), and Baruch (including the Letter of Jeremiah), along with some 
additional material in Esther and Daniel (Susanna, Bel and the Dragon).

The inspired writers of the New Testament, as a general rule, preferred the longer Greek Septuagint 
version, probably because most of them spoke Greek themselves. The early Catholic Church leadership, 
as a result, followed their example and used the fuller version of the Septuagint. Sometime after the 
Death of Jesus and well after the establishment of Christianity, most Jews began to restrict themselves 
to the Hebrew texts. As the Church already existed independently of Judaism by this point, it was nei-
ther consulted in nor persuaded by that decision, and continued to use the longer Greek Septuagint as 
its Old Testament. As a result, the Catholic Church has had forty-six books in its Old Testament from the 
earliest days.

Much later, at the time of the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
Protestant reformers decided to use the shorter list found in the Hebrew scriptures for their Old Tes-
tament. They relegated the additional books and additions to an extra section of the Bible called the 
“Apocrypha,” a word that means “hidden.” More recently, Protestant scholarship has shown a great in-
terest in these books.

In contrast to the controversy on the length of the Old Testament, the number of books in the New 
Testament of the Bible is undisputed by both Catholics and Protestants. Both contain the identical can-
on, or list, of twenty-seven books.
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he was in the form of God, he did not regard equality 
with God something to be grasped.” Paul also wrote 
of God being one (Rom 3:30) and of God as Father 
(Phil 2:11), and made references to God’s Spirit (1 Cor 
2:11, 14). In John’s Gospel, Jesus says, “The Father 
and I are one” (Jn 10:30). The very end of the Gospel 
of Matthew tells of Jesus’ commission to his eleven 
disciples to baptize disciples of every nation “in the 
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 
Spirit” (Mt 28:16–20).

There are other passages that name the Trinity 
all together (1 Pt 1:2). Unfortunately, none of the in-
spired writers gave a clear and concise written defini-
tion of the Trinity anywhere in the New Testament. 
This central mystery of the Church, the Holy Trinity, 
is found much more clearly expressed in the Sacred 
Tradition of the Church than it is in Scripture. In this 
way, the Tradition and the Scripture work together to 
help believers understand everything that God wanted 
to communicate to us.

Not all Christians accept the nonbiblical Tradition 
of the Catholic Church. Beginning with Martin Luther, 
most Protestants have believed that the Bible is the 
only authority for belief. Their phrase for this belief 
in Latin, sola scriptura, means literally “by scripture 
alone.” Technically, in this Protestant understanding 
of Scripture, if a teaching cannot be demonstrated in 
the Bible, it may not be required for belief by a par-
ticular Protestant denomination.

This explains some of the most important differ-
ences between Catholic and Protestant biblical schol-
arship. Catholics can find assurance in the Bible itself, 
which never requires all beliefs to be contained in the 
Bible, and also points out that not everything Jesus 
said or did was contained in the Bible. In fact, the Bi-
ble itself says as much: “There are also many other 
things that Jesus did, but if these were to be described 
individually, I do not think the whole world would 
contain the books that would be written” (Jn 21:25).

The Sacred Scripture and the Sacred Tradition 
from which it sprang comes from the preaching of the 
Apostles. The Apostles trusted the Deposit of Faith, 
contained in the Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradi-
tion, to the whole Church. In doctrine, life, and wor-
ship, the bishops who have been appointed in apostolic 
succession continue to preach and teach to every gen-
eration all that the Church believes. This teaching re-
sponsibility continues in the life of the Church to this 
very day, guided and protected like everything else 
in the process of inspiration, by the Holy Spirit. The 
Magisterium is the teaching authority of the bishops, 
in union with the pope, and safeguarded by the Holy 
Spirit. This is the very same Spirit-filled teaching au-
thority used by the early Church when it wrote and se-
lected the twenty-seven books of the New Testament.

 Review
1. Why is it more likely that several authors 

composed the Pentateuch?

2. How does applying the historical-critical 
method to the story of Noah and the Great 
Flood help us to understand the point of the 
story?

3. What is the fullest way to understand a bibli-
cal passage in context?

4. Explain two traditional ways that Catholics 
have interpreted Scripture: the literal sense 
and the spiritual sense.

5. Why is it fair to say that the Church preceded 
the formation of Sacred Scripture?

6. What is the most important difference be-
tween Catholic and Protestant biblical 
scholarship?

Reflect
Share the history of a bible that is in your home 
or part of your family’s tradition.
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Research and Report
Use the Catechism of the Catholic Church (101–133) and its accom-
panying references to research the meaning of the following state-
ments. Choose three statements and write two or three sentences 
explaining their meaning. Or, choose one statement and write a 
one-page essay that explains its meaning in more depth, citing 
other sources to back up your explanation.

• Christ is the one single Word of Sacred Scripture.
• God is the author of Sacred Scripture.
• Christianity is a religion of the “Word” of God, not a “reli-

gion of the book.”
• Sacred Scripture must be read and interpreted in light of 

the same Spirit by whom it was written.
• Christians venerate the Old Testament as the true Word of 

God.
• The Gospels are at the heart of all the Scriptures.
• “Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.”

SCRIPTuRE PRayER (from Psalm 63)

I will bless you as long as I live;
 I will lift up my hands, calling on your
  name.

Lord, help me to know you, love you, and serve you.
In Christ’s name.
Amen.
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Why do We Read the Old Testament?
The Old Testament prepares us for the coming of Christ and is an indis-
pensable part of Sacred Scripture.

Classifying and arranging the  
Old Testament Books
The New American Bible arranges the Old Testament in four main cat-
egories: Pentateuch, Historical Books, Prophetic Books, and Wisdom 
Books.
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Why do We Read the Old 
Testament?
Catholics know the Old Testament to be several im-
portant things. It forms the longest part of the most 
important book of all time, the Bible. In contains laws 
and lessons for living that have been applied and lived 
by people throughout the generations. It is also a writ-
ten record of the social structures, legal systems, and 
ordinary religious life that have shaped, and continue 
to form, most every aspect of our Western civilization.

All of these facts about the Old Testament are 
important and true. However, the most essential rea-
son for reading, studying, and praying with the Old 
Testament is that it contains God’s Revelation. The 
Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches that the 
“Old Testament is an indispensable part of Sacred 

Scripture” (CCC, 121). It is the true Word of God that 
is “to prepare for the coming of Christ, the redeemer 
of all and of the messianic kingdom, to announce this 
coming by prophecy (Dei Verbum, 15). The Old Law, 
or Law of Moses, contained in the Old Testament is a 
preparation for the Gospel. St. Irenaeus wrote, “The 
Law is a pedagogy and a prophecy of things to come.” 
The Old Testament is important in several other ways:
• It contains the truth of God’s promises to the 

Chosen People, and through them, to all people.
• It reveals our true identity as God’s special crea-

tures. Our own personal stories as individuals and 
as human communities are reflected in the many 
Old Testament stories.

• It records the experiences of our ancestors in 
faith. In fact, Jews, Christians, and Muslims 
acknowledge Abraham as a significant person in 
their faiths.

• It reveals a living God, who meets us when 
we read and pray with these words of Sacred 
Scripture.

The Second Vatican Council further taught that 
“God, the inspirer and author of both Testaments, 
wisely arranged that the New Testament should be 
hidden in the Old and the Old should be made mani-
fest in the New” (Dei Verbum, 16).

This part of Sacred Scripture is intended as an 
overview of the part of the Bible that Christians refer 
to as the “Old Testament.” Catholics include forty-six 
books of the Old Testament (forty-five if Jeremiah and 
Lamentations are counted as one book). Added to the 
twenty-seven books of the New Testament, these form 
the canon of Scripture.

The Old Testament is really a collection of books 
written over the course of a millennium, approximate-
ly between 1000 BC and 150 BC. The books were 
written predominantly in Hebrew. The early Church, 
however, differed with early Judaism in the decision 
of the Old Testament canon (“Biblical Translations 
Today,” page 20). The Church included seven books 
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(1 and 2 Maccabees, Judith, Tobit, Ba-
ruch, Sirach, and Wisdom) not includ-
ed in the Hebrew scriptures that were 
mostly written in Greek after 300 BC. 
These seven books are known as deu-
terocanonical to show that they are not 
accepted in the Jewish canon. Some 
deuterocanonical books include chap-
ters added to older Hebrew books, such 
as Daniel and Esther.

At the time of the Protestant Refor-
mation, the reformers adopted a canon 
created by Jewish rabbis around AD 90. 
They dropped the seven books written 
in Greek. Many Protestant Bibles today 
print these books in a separate section 
at the back of the Bible and refer to 
them as the Apocrypha, which means 
“hidden.”

 Review
1. Why is the Old Testament impor-

tant for Catholics?

2. In what language was the Old 
Testament composed?

Reflect
What are two of your favorite sto-
ries or people from the Old Testa-
ment? Explain why they are your 
favorites.

Classifying and  
arranging the Old 
Testament Books
The way the Old Testament is classified 
and arranged varies slightly. Jews tradi-
tionally divide the books of the Hebrew 
scriptures into three distinct sections:

1. Law (in Hebrew, “Torah”)
2. Prophets (in Hebrew, “Neviim”)
3. Writings (in Hebrew, “Ktuvim”)

If you put together the first letter of 
the three words of the Hebrew names 
for the sections you get the acronym 
TaNaK, which is the term often used as 
a shorthand by modern Jews to refer to 
the Hebrew scriptures.

The Old Testament in the New 
American Bible is arranged slightly dif-
ferently, under these classifications:
• Pentateuch (in Greek, “five 

books”)
• Historical Books
• Prophetic Books
• Wisdom Books

Part 1 of this text will survey the 
books in each of these classifications, 
with slight adaptations. The books of 
Joshua, Judges, and Ruth will be exam-
ined as a historical era that precedes the 
time of Israel’s monarchy and featuring 
especially the books of 1 and 2 Samuel 
and 1 and 2 Kings. Discussion of the 
Wisdom books will precede the pro-
phetic books, as the latter form an ex-
plicit and clear bridge to the latter part 

deuterocanonical
A term meaning “second 
canon.” Books included in 
the Catholic Old Testament 
but not in Hebrew scrip-
tures. These additions are 
1 and 2 Maccabees, Judith, 
Tobit, Baruch, Sirach, 
Wisdom, and parts of 
Esther and Daniel.
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of the Bible—the New Testament and the full Revela-
tion of God in the coming of his Son, Jesus Christ.

 Review
 Explain the difference between how Jews 

divide the books of Hebrew scripture and 
how Catholics divide the books of the Old 
Testament.
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understanding the First 
Five Books of the Bible
The first five books of the Bible are 
called the “Book of Moses” or “The 
Pentateuch,” a Greek term deriving from 
“five” combined with “books.”

Narrative and develop-
ment of the Pentateuch
At least four major sources may have 
gone into the composition of the Penta-
teuch.

How We Read the  
Pentateuch
The Pentateuch contains mainly two 
kinds of writing: narrative stories and 
collections of Mosaic Laws.

ancestor Stories in the 
Book of Genesis
The ancestor stories in the Book of Gen-
esis are divided into two main sections: 
primeval stories and the stories of the 
patriarchs and matriarchs.

The Beginning of God’s 
Revelation
God’s Revelation to humans came about 
when he made himself known to our first 
parents.

The Great Flood
The covenant God made with Noah, cen-
tering on the story of the Great Flood, is 
part of the next stage of Revelation.

abraham and the  
Patriarchs
Abraham was the “father of a multi-
tude,” God’s Chosen People, who led his 
people to a new land.

The Blessing of Jacob
The patriarch Jacob tricks his brother 
into receiving a blessing, and then later 
humbles himself to seek reconciliation.

Joseph and His Brothers
Genesis 37, 39–50 is a literary mas-
terpiece that revolves around Jacob’s 
twelve sons, especially his favorite son, 
Joseph.

The Book of Exodus
The Book of Exodus focuses on the call 
and life of Moses, Israel’s liberation, the 
Passover event, and the Sinai Covenant.

The Wandering of the Peo-
ple in the Wilderness
Exodus 15–18 details a story cycle of tra-
ditional stories—including the establish-
ment of the Sinai Covenant—while God’s 
People were wandering in the wilder-
ness.

The Mosaic law Codes
The Covenant Code, Deuteronomic Code, 
and Levitical Code are three different 
collections of the Law in the Pentateuch.
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understanding the First 
Five Books of the Bible
Reading the Bible begins with the opening books. 
A traditional way that Catholics understand the first 
part of the Old Testament is as “The Book of Moses” 
or “The Pentateuch” (a word constructed from two 
Greek terms meaning “five” combined with “books”). 
This latter term is rooted in the traditional idea that the 
first section of the Bible consists of five books: Gen-
esis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.

The other description—“The Book of Moses”—is 
based on the idea that Moses was the author of this 
material. As mentioned before, passages such as that 
in Deuteronomy 34, describing the death of Moses, 
indicate that Moses was not the author of the books 
in the modern sense, but there is no reason to doubt 

the events named in the Pentateuch. Even later laws 
added to the parts of these books are presented in the 
tradition of Moses. He is the unique figure of the Old 
Testament, one who had a central role, especially as 
lawgiver. Moses’s influence on these books should not 
be diminished.

However, more recent study has attempted to 
name how several historical traditions or sources have 
come together in the first five books of the Bible. Each 
brings to these books its own language, theological 
viewpoints, and various interpretations of God’s Rev-
elation. Traditionally, four of these sources have been 
named as so-called Yahwist, Elohist, priestly, and 
Deuteronomic strands. They are abbreviated as J, E, P, 
and D. Each of these collections bring with them some 
differences in language and theological viewpoints. 
Though a speculative approach at studying the Penta-
teuch, it does offer an interesting theory for explaining 
the formation of these books.

As you proceed with studying the backgrounds 
and sources of human authorship of the Pentateuch, 
never forget that God himself is the author of Sacred 
Scripture, and that the Church reminds us that Scrip-
ture is to be read from both a literal and spiritual sense. 
These meanings will also be addressed in this section.

 Review
Name the books of the Pentateuch.

Reflect
Rate your level of familiarity with the first five 
books of the Bible.
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Narrative and develop-
ment of the Pentateuch
The theory of four strands coming together to form 
the Pentateuch brings out some unique details of each 
strand. These details are often noticeable in examples 
of doublets, that is, stories told twice, but with slight 
differences. For example, two creation stories are in-
cluded in the Book of Genesis. (These will be briefly 
analyzed in the following sections.) The differences 
are noticeable by the fact that some parts of the Penta-
teuch use different names for God.

In your Bible translation, it should be easy to spot 
that some stories use “God” as the name for God, while 
others use “Lord God” or “Lord.” The English “God” 
translates to the Hebrew word “Elohim.” “Lord” 
translates to a different name for God: “YHWH” (pro-
nounced “Yah-way”). Two of the “sources” of the 
Pentateuch have been named according to the sections 
that use those terms for God: Yahwist (called the “J” 
source for the German translation of YHWH, “Jah-
weh.”) and Elohist (called the “E” source for the name 
Elohim).

Because the Book of Deuteronomy is written in 
a very different style than the other four books of the 
Pentateuch, a third strand was identified and named 
“D” for Deuteronomist. Some biblical scholars also 
identified a fourth strand that occasionally is present 
in Genesis. This strand seems particularly concerned 
with ritual times of blessing and uses the same phrases 
when these events occur. Note that in key parts of the 
Book of Genesis—the creation of humanity (Gn 1:27–
28), the re-creation after the Great Flood (Gn 9:1), the 
promises made to Abraham (Gn 17:5–7), Isaac’s bless-
ing of Jacob (Gn 28:3–4), and Jacob’s name change to 
Israel (Gn 35:10–12)—God’s blessings are accompa-
nied in each case by a phrase directing the parties to 
“be fertile and multiply.”

Consider that Genesis is filled with genealogical 
lists that always begin with the introduction, “these 
are the descendants of . . .” (see, for example, Gn 10:1, 
11:10, and 25:12). These passages focus on, among 
other things, “being fruitful” and tracing descendants. 
Similarities were noted between these lists and the de-
tailed concerns of the Book of Leviticus, which con-
sists largely of priestly laws about ritual, sacrifice, and 
purity (note, for example, the detailed list of animals 
in Leviticus 11). Thus, the fourth strand was identified 
as “P,” the priestly strand or source.

With this hypothesis identifying four strands of 
writing in the Pentateuch, another issue is to attempt 
to date the particular writings. It is commonly held 
that the Yahwist (“J”) strand came first because the 
material is the most “primitive” in its theology (e.g., a 
humanlike image of God who “walked” in the garden 
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of Eden, etc.). The material may have 
been gathered together during King 
Solomon’s reign; that is, before 922 
BC. This time was chosen because of 
the belief that Solomon ruled over a 
“cultural flowering” of ancient Isra-
el—a time of wealth and prosperity in 
which scribes could have been com-
missioned to collect and record these 
materials.

The Elohim, or “E” portions, of the 
Pentateuch are often associated with 
the northern kingdom of Israel after its 
break from the southern kingdom, Ju-
dah, meaning that these sources would 
be dated sometime between 922 and 
722 BC, the later date being the time 
when the Assyrian Empire conquered 
the northern kingdom. Sometime after 
this, it was thought that both versions 
were joined together. Others believe 
that it made much more sense that the 
“E” strands simply supplemented the 
older “J” account with a few insertions 
edited in that highlighted northern con-
cerns, rather than drafting a completely 
separate document.

The Deuteronomist (“D”) material 
is associated with King Josiah’s scroll, 
discovered when he started to clean up 
the Temple (2 Kgs 22:8). The unique 
actions that Josiah instituted in his re-
forms (described in 2 Kings 23) are 
only specifically demanded in Deuter-
onomy (rather than Exodus or Leviti-
cus). Where this scroll came from is an 
open debate. The traditional view is 
that it was an older scroll of the Law, 
perhaps from the north, and deposited 
by refugees from the Assyrian conquest 
of the north for safekeeping in the Tem-
ple until Josiah’s helpers accidentally 
found it. Another group of scholars 
argue that Josiah intentionally drafted 
Deuteronomy as a reform of Moses’s 
Law for his times, and as a basis for his 
reforms. Either way, the material in the 
Book of Deuteronomy became part of 
the traditional group of writings some-
time after 640 BC.

Finally, it is noted that the only 
leadership left to the Hebrew people af-
ter the conquest of Jerusalem in 587 BC 
were the priests. So, it is possible that 
the priests edited the entire Pentateuch, 
added some relevant material for their 
times, and the work was completed. 
Thus, the assumption is that when Ezra 
brought “the scrolls of the law” (Neh 
8:1–2) then the “Pentateuch” (“Torah”) 
was complete.

To refer to the Pentateuch as a com-
bination of “strands” identified by the 
letters “J,” “E,” “D,” and “P” can be 
charted in graphic form:

anthropomorphic
The attribution of human 
motivation, characteris-
tics, or behavior to inani-
mate objects, animals, or 
natural phenomena.
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Source Style Where/
When Examples Themes Comment

Yahwist (“J”) Uses the personal 
name YHWH for 
God; vivid, earthy 
style; anthropo-
morphic view of 
God: “YHWH walks 
and talks with us”; 
refers to Mount 
Sinai as place of 
the Mosaic cov-
enant; refers to 
natives of Israel as 
“Canaanites.”

Origin in the 
southern kingdom 
(Judah) prior to 
922 BC during King 
Solomon’s mon-
archy when pride 
was high.

Second creation 
account (Gn 
2:4b–25)

Egyptian plagues 
(Ex 7:14–10:29)

God’s promises to 
the patriarchs:

1. The blessing of 
Israel as a people
2. The promise of 
land 

The “J” tradition pro-
vides the basic outline of 
the Pentateuch: human 
origins, patriarchs, slav-
ery in Egypt, the Exodus, 
the desert wandering, 
Mount Sinai covenant, 
and entrance to the 
Promised Land

Elohist (“E”) Uses the term Elo-
him for God; God 
is more abstract; 
refers to Mount 
Horeb as the place 
of the Mosaic cov-
enant; refers to 
natives of Israel as 
“Amorites.”

Origin in Ephraim 
in the northern 
kingdom between 
922 and 722 BC.

Abraham and Sar-
ah (Gn 20:1–18)

Marked by the 
emphasis of Eli-
jah and Elisha; 
great emphasis 
on prophecy; cov-
enant is central: 
God’s relationship 
to Israel is under-
stood by covenant 
promises.

E retold J’s stories from 
a northern point of view. 
The south emphasized 
the role of the monarchy 
while the north (E) was 
more concerned with the 
covenant. Abraham is a 
central figure in the Elo-
hist accounts. Perhaps 
around 750 BC an editor 
combined J and E into 
one narrative without 
bothering to drop repeti-
tions or contradictions.

Deuterono-
mist (“D”)

God is YHWH; 
emphasis on 
morals and the 
law; central role 
of several long 
speeches by Mo-
ses; meant to be 
spoken aloud to 
remind people 
of the demands 
of the covenant.

Possibly com-
posed and/or 
edited after 640 
BC by a priest 
in the north-
ern kingdom 
at the shrine 
at Shechem. It 
may have been 
completed in 
Jerusalem.

The speeches 
of Moses (Dt 
1:1–30:20)

Interprets Israel’s 
history in a cycle of 
reward for fidelity 
and punishment for 
sin; Israel should 
respond to the cov-
enant and the Law 
in worship; “Listen, 
Israel” is a con-
stant refrain: the 
covenant is now.

Israel’s fidelity to God’s 
law is the uppermost 
concern of the Deuter-
onomist; obedience to 
God’s law brings rewards 
and disobedience brings 
certain adversity.

Priestly (“P”) God is Elohim; for-
mal style; interest-
ed in census lists 
and genealogies; 
concern for num-
bers, dates, ways 
of worship, Tem-
ple ceremonies, 
clean and unclean 
animals.

Composition of-
ten dated to the 
Babylonian exile 
(587–538 BC) to 
strengthen the 
faith and hope of 
the people; may 
have been com-
pleted as late as 
400 BC. 

First creation 
account (Gn 
1:1–2:4a)

Priestly laws (Lv 
1:1–27:34)

Great emphasis on 
worship; sees life 
and God’s action in 
the history of Is-
rael as a liturgy.

Because it may have 
been the last source 
written, P gives a coher-
ent framework to the 
Pentateuch. Priestly edi-
tors under Ezra gave the 
first five books of the 
Bible their final form.
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Literary criticism of the Pentateuch provides a hy-
pothetical tool for appreciating the origins, arrange-
ment, and sources of the first five books of the Bible. 
Recognizing these strands is especially useful in help-
ing us to understand the scriptural texts about creation 
that occupy the first four chapters of the Book of Gen-
esis. The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches 
that

from a literary standpoint these texts may have 
had diverse sources. The inspired authors have 
placed them at the beginning of Scripture to 
express in their solemn language the truths 
of creation—its origin and its end in God, 
its order and goodness, the vocation of man, 
and finally the drama of sin and the hope of 
salvation. Read in the light of Christ, within 
the unity of Sacred Scripture and in the liv-
ing Tradition of the Church, these texts remain 
the principal source for catechesis on the mys-
teries of the “beginning”: creation, fall, and 
promise of salvation. (CCC, 289)

The next subsections unpack the two creation sto-
ries in Genesis and some other doublets found in the 
Pentateuch.

Two Creation Stories  
(Genesis 1:1–4:26) and Other 
Doublets
Everyone has a desire to know how life began. So 
did the ancient peoples, including the Hebrews. Their 
ideas about creation are in the Book of Genesis. The 
word genesis means “beginning.” But an examination 
of the first four chapters of Genesis reveals something 
very interesting: there are two creation stories, not 
one! The first story in Genesis 1:1–2:4a is the familiar 
“seven days of creation” in which creation progresses 
for six “days” before God “rests” on the seventh day. 
Note that the setting for the beginning of the story is 

in water. Also note that man is created at the same mo-
ment and both male and female are said to be in the 
“image of God”:

In the beginning, when God created the heavens 
and the earth, the earth was a formless waste-
land, and darkness covered the abyss, while a 
mighty wind swept over the waters. (Gn 1:1–2)

Then God said, “Let us make man in our im-
age, after our likeness. Let them have domin-
ion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, 
and the cattle, and over all the wild animals 
and all the creatures that crawl on the ground.” 
God created man in his image; in the divine 
image he created him; male and female he cre-
ated them. (Gn 1:26–27)

In the second creation story (Gn 2:4b–25), the set-
ting is not water, but rather barren land:
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At the time when the Lord God made the earth 
and the heavens—while as yet there was no 
field shrub on earth and no grass of the field 
had sprouted, for the Lord God had sent no 
rain upon the earth and there was no man to till 
the soil. (Gn 2:4b–5)

Also, in this version, the order of creation is different: 
humans, then plants, and finally animals. (In the first cre-
ation story, the order is plants, then animals, and finally 
humans.) The second story reveals God as a crafter of 
humans. He makes man out of the mud, and actually 
“breathes life” into man. This is also the creation version 
where the names Adam and Eve are given, the Original 
Sin and its effects are described, and the promise of Re-
demption is offered. More information on these elements 
will be covered in “Ancestor Stories in the Book of Gen-
esis” on pages 41–43. For now, note these important reli-
gious truths revealed in the stories of creation:

1. There is only one God. Differing from other cre-
ation myths of the time, the biblical author em-
phatically insists that there is only one God and 
that he created everything in existence.

2. God planned creation. Creation is not the result 
of chaotic forces or warring gods. Our God cre-
ated the world in an orderly way to share his life 
and goodness with us.

3. Everything God made is good. Other ancient 
peoples believed that much of material reality 
was evil and constantly at war with the spiritu-
al elements in the universe. In the Jewish and 
Christian understanding, Genesis presents a 
positive view of created reality, telling us that 
God was pleased with everything, especially hu-
man beings made in God’s image and likeness, 
and trusted with responsible development of the 
rest of creation.

4. The Sabbath is a special day of rest and worship. 
The priestly writer reveals that God rested on 

the seventh day. Obviously, God does not need 
to rest. But we need to take time to be renewed 
by stopping our ordinary activities one day out 
of the week. Also, we need to recognize a kind 
and loving God as the source of our existence 
and worship him in prayer and thanksgiving.

Together, the two creation stories are an example 
of a doublet—stories told twice, but with slight dif-
ferences. There are also two different narratives of the 
Great Flood (Gn 6:1–23). However, rather than stand-
ing back-to-back, as with the creation stories, the Great 
Flood narratives have been woven together so that it is 
more difficult to see that there are two separate stories. 
The evidence for two Great Flood stories includes:

1. Humanity is described as corrupt in both Gen-
esis 6:5 and 6:11–12.

2. Noah’s family enters the ark in Genesis 7:7, yet 
seems to enter it again in 7:13.

3. Genesis 6:19–20 says that Noah should bring 
two of every creature into the ark; Genesis 7:2 is 
different: “Of every clean animal, take with you 
seven pairs . . . .”

4. In Genesis 7:10–12, 17, and 8:6–7, the flood is 
described as lasting “forty days,” but in Genesis 
7:24 and 8:3, the duration is one hundred and 
fifty days.

These differences are also noticeable by looking at 
the way the different sources or strands name God; in 
this case, the “J” and “E” sources.

 Review
1. What are some differences between the first 

and second creation stories?

Reflect
What is an example of a family story that has 
been told to you to teach a lesson?
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2. How was it determined that the third author, 
“D,” was involved in the composition of the 
Pentateuch?

3. How do we recognize a fourth voice of au-
thorship that occasionally turns up in Genesis? 
How is the fourth author identified?

4. Explain how the four authors of the 
Pentateuch are dated.

5. What names for God are used by each of the 
four sources: “J,” “E,” “D,” and “P”?

GOd IS THE auTHOR OF  
SaCREd SCRIPTuRE
The text of the Bible has been written down un-
der the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. How so? God 
inspired the authors of Scripture. The authors had 
the freedom to choose the words they wrote, in-
cluding the stories and incidents they chose to 
share. As the Second Vatican Council explained, 
God chose the authors of the Bible:

and while employed by Him (2) they made 

use of their powers and abilities, so that 

with Him acting in them and through them, (3) they, as true authors, consigned to writ-

ing everything and only those things which He wanted. (Dei Verbum, 11)

Related to this understanding of inspiration is another fact: the Jews of biblical times, up to and 
including Jesus, were great storytellers. In reading the Old Testament, we must understand the dif-
ference between a story intended to teach a lesson and the description of a historical event, all the 
while remembering that the text is inspired. God intended for us to read it—both history and stories.

For example, the proper response to the fall of humankind and the flood narrative of the Book of 
Genesis is to appreciate the religious lessons of moral responsibility, God’s care for humankind, and 
humankind’s stubborn resistance. Joining an expedition to find pieces of the “authentic” ark of Noah 
on Mount Ararat in modern Turkey (to cite one popular example of people who supposedly take the 
Bible “seriously” by insisting on a literal flood) is not the most appropriate response to the biblical 
texts, because it misses their central message and attempts to make these texts into something that 
they are not—literal history. Rather, it is more important to learn from God’s response to the Great 
Flood that he continues to love humanity despite its sinful nature, which demands correction and 
punishment. Sometimes we must use our best judgment to determine the differences between his-
tory and story, while some passages are more obvious.

Much of this religion textbook is devoted to looking at the religious meaning of the Old Testament, 
while providing some brief background on the context of a particular book.
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How We Read the 
Pentateuch
One of the criteria for reading and in-
terpreting Scripture taught at the Sec-
ond Vatican Council is that the reader 
should be especially attentive “to the 
content and unity of the whole Scrip-
ture” (Dei Verbum, quoted in CCC, 
112). This important lesson provides 
a format for how we should read the 
Pentateuch specifically. No matter the 
various sources and human authors of 
the Pentateuch, Scripture must be read 
as “a unity by reason of God’s plan, 
of which Jesus is the center and heart, 
open since his Passover” (CCC, 112). 
Any and all parts of Scripture must be 
read and interpreted in relation to the 
whole.

Primarily because of the different 
sources involved in the Pentateuch’s 
composition, the first five books of the 
Bible have been understood in various 
ways. Consider whether or not the first 
five books of the Bible were intention-
ally arranged in some kind of set. Cer-
tainly that is the tradition of the Jewish 
and Christian understanding, and that 
is the primary way that Catholics ex-
plore the meaning God intends and the 
Church teaches about the content of the 
Pentateuch.

But before proceeding, consider 
this question: Why would this first great 
“section” of the Old Testament end at 
the fifth book (Deuteronomy) when the 
people of Israel have still not arrived 

in the Promised Land, and Moses has 
just died? A possible answer is that the 
priest-editors intended the first section 
of the Bible to end after five books be-
cause the end of the Pentateuch paral-
leled their own story. As the Hebrews 
in the Torah were exiles first in Egypt 
and then in the desert, so too were the 
people at the time of its final compo-
sition in exile in Babylon. But, on the 
other hand, this seems to be an odd 
place to end the first major section—al-
most as if the reader is not privy to the 
final scene of a movie! It may be an in-
teresting study to read the history of the 
Chosen People beyond the perspective 
of the Pentateuch to include the other 
historical books of the Old Testament 
that also speak of the rise and fall of 
Israel and the creation of a Diaspora 
people throughout the world.

However, let’s return to the tra-
ditional Judeo-Christian understand-
ing of the Pentateuch as the “Book of 
Moses”—a way to read 
and understand what 
God wants revealed 
in these books. We 
do this so that we 
can survey some in-
teresting and impor-
tant issues regarding 
its study. Before 
we proceed further, 
let’s recall that the 
writings of the Bible 
are foremost valu-
able and powerful 
helps in our learning 

Diaspora
A group migration or flight 
away from the homeland 
into one or more other 
countries. The word can 
also refer to people who 
have maintained their 
separate identity (often 
religious, but occasion-
ally ethnic, racial, or 
cultural) while liv-
ing in those other 
countries after 
migration.
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about God, and learning about how 
God builds up his Kingdom. The judg-
ment that these writings are inspired by 
God comes from the experience of the 
Church with these writings. The Mag-
isterium read and studied them and 
realized that they were inspired. The 
Pontifical Biblical Commission wrote: 
“What characterizes Catholic exegesis 
is that it deliberately places itself within 
the living Tradition of the Church. . . .” 
All Catholics can join in the process of 
understanding the meaning of Scrip-
ture. It is ongoing prayerful dialogue 
and study. With this understanding of 
the Church’s primary role in arbitrating 
the meaning of Scripture, we proceed 
in our study of the Pentateuch and the 
rest of the Old Testament.

Appreciating Story 
and Law in the 

Pentateuch
One of the most important tools 

of a journey through the Bible 
is an appreciation of stories. 
All ancient travelers col-
lected stories. The Greek 
historian Herodotus is 
sometimes called “the 
founder of history writ-

ing”—but even his great 
history source is loaded 

with stories that he heard dur-
ing his travels. Why are stories 

so important? For many reasons. 
Sometimes stories are based on real 
events, and we can reproduce historical 
events by listening carefully to stories. 

But even if they are not based on his-
torical events, they can often accurately 
reflect a culture and its values—what a 
people think to be important, valuable, 
and good. To understand a people, we 
need to learn to listen carefully to their 
stories. The most important question to 
ask from the stories is not “Did that re-
ally happen?” but rather, “What can we 
learn from this story?”

The ancient Hebrews loved to tell 
stories. They not only simply enjoyed 
the telling and retelling, but they also ap-
preciated the fact that stories often teach 
religious lessons more powerfully than 
any other way of teaching. Jesus him-
self was a master storyteller, and many 
of his stories have become so widely 
known in the world that people can refer 
to them easily. Sometimes people don’t 
even realize that they are quoting Jesus. 
For example, in everyday conversation, 
someone might say about a good person 
that he or she is a real “Good Samaritan” 
or describe a person who has returned 
home after a long time as a “prodigal 
son.” Gospel stories and other stories 
from the Bible have become a part of 
our day-to-day culture. Stories are pow-
erful and lasting!

So, one reason that Jesus told stories 
was that Jesus was a Jew—and the Jews 
were (and many modern Jews still are) 
brilliant storytellers. But the Hebrews 
began telling stories far back into their 
history. The creation stories were among 
the most powerful stories that they told. 
The creation stories helped them to 
think about where they came from, and 

exegesis
A word that means “leading 
out.” Exegesis involves criti-
cal explanation or analysis, 
especially of written text.
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how God was involved in their lives. Did they take it 
seriously? Certainly they did. But that is not the same 
thing as believing that the creation stories were a literal 
report of history.

So, to begin to suggest ways to read the stories of 
Genesis, let’s recognize that the Pentateuch contains 
mainly two kinds of writing:

1. Narrative stories collected in two main groups—
the “Ancestor Stories” of Genesis, and the Mo-
ses/Exodus Story.

2. The Collections of Mosiac Laws.

Let us consider each of these two kinds of writing—
story and law—as we proceed.

Review
1. What is a possible reason that the priest-

editors decided to end the first section of the 
Bible after five books?

2. What are two main kinds of writing contained 
in the Pentateuch?

Reflect
Think about your day. What experience from today 
could translate into a story with a religious lesson?

ancestor Stories in the 
Book of Genesis
The ancestor stories in the Book of Genesis are divided 
into two main sections: the so-called primeval stories 
that pertain to all of humanity (creation, the fall, Re-
demption) in Genesis 1–11, and then the stories of the 
patriarchs and matriarchs of Israel collected together 
in Genesis 12–50. In these collections of stories about 
famous biblical ancestors like Adam and Eve; Abra-
ham and Sarah; Jacob, Rachel, and Leah; and Joseph, 
the writers of the Bible discuss how certain traditions, 
groups, and even places were organized, named, and 
involved with God. What are ways that we can read 
and understand the importance of these stories? This 
section looks first at ways these ancestor stories are 
related to one another; second, it examines in more 
detail some of the meanings of these stories.

God’s Relationship with 
Humanity
The ancestor stories of Genesis—including the cre-
ation narratives—outline the stages of God’s relation-
ship with the Israelites. These stages include a series 
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of covenants made between human be-
ings and God. The various covenants 
are easy to chart in the Book of Gen-
esis. Recall the priestly author’s use of 
the descriptive phrase “be fertile and 
multiply” to mark the creation of hu-
manity (Gn 1:28), the re-creation of 
humanity after the Great Flood (Gn 
9:1), the covenant with Abraham (Gn 
17:6–7), the continuation of the Abra-
ham covenant when Isaac speaks to 
Jacob (Gn 28:3–3), and Jacob’s taking 
on the name Israel (Gn 35:10–12). This 
phrase is a milepost to help the reader 
recognize the making of a covenant.

Consider also that the theme of the 
phrase—“be fertile and multiply”—
continues well beyond the covenants 
of primeval history and is also used to 
prefigure the necessity of God’s great 
covenant with Moses, the giving of the 
Law. Note the description of the Israel-
ites when they were enslaved in Egypt:

But the Israelites were fruit-
ful and prolific. They became 
so numerous and strong that 
the land was filled with them. 
Then a new king, who knew 
nothing of Joseph, came to 
power in Egypt. He said to his 
subjects, “Look how numer-
ous and powerful the Israelite 
people are growing, more so 
than we ourselves! Come, let 
us deal shrewdly with them 
to stop their increase; other-
wise, in time of war they too 
may join our enemies to fight 
against us, and so leave our 
country.” (Ex 1:7–10)

Viewing the Old Testament as a se-
ries of covenants in history allows us to 
come to a clearer understanding of the 
final and New Covenant established in 
the life, Death, and Resurrection of Je-
sus Christ. In the final covenant, Jesus 
commands his disciples to be fruitful in 
another way:

Then Jesus approached and 
said to them, “All power in 
heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. Go, therefore, and 
make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name 
of the Father, and of the Son, 
and of the holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I have 
commanded you. And behold, 
I am with you always, until the 
end of the age.” (Mt 28:18–20)

The Old Testament serves as a pre-
lude to the New Testament and God’s 
full Revelation in Christ. Though God’s 
Revelation is complete, it is not explic-
it. It remains the task of the Church, 
and our own task, to understand its sig-
nificance over the course of centuries.

Reflect
Why is it important for you to un-
derstand the significance of God’s 
Revelation for your own life?

The Truths of 
Creation
The creation of the world and the cre-
ation of man and woman was YHWH’s 
first step at forging a covenant with 

covenants
Binding and solemn agree-
ments between human be-
ings or between God and 
people, holding each to a 
particular course of action.
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Israel. It is easy to understand why the Hebrew bibli-
cal authors addressed creation with two stories, and 
why these stories come first in the Bible. As the Cat-
echism teaches:

The inspired authors have placed them at the 
beginning of Scripture to express in their sol-
emn language the truths of creation—its ori-
gin and its end in God, its order and goodness, 
the vocation of man, and finally the drama of 
sin and the hope of salvation. (CCC, 289)

God’s creative actions also reveal several other 
important truths about him, including:

1.  God alone created the universe freely, directly, 
and without any help. He began everything that 
exists outside of himself, he alone is the Creator, 
and everything that exists in the world depends 
on God, who gives it being (Gn 1:1).

2. God created everything through the eternal 
Word, his begotten Son, Jesus (Col 1:16–17).

3. Creation is the common work of the Holy Trin-
ity. God the Father made all things “by the Son 
and the Spirit” (CCC, 292, quoting St. Irenae-
us). The prologue to the Gospel of John like-
wise teaches that the Father created everything 
by his eternal Word, his beloved Son (Jn 1:1–5, 
see “Christology in John’s Gospel, page 228). 
The Church also professes the Spirit’s role as the 
“giver of life” (CCC, 291). The image of wind 
(“a mighty wind swept over the waters”) in Gen-
esis 1:2 attests to the presence of the Holy Spirit 
at creation.

God created the world to show his glory and to 
communicate it. God’s perfection is shown through 
the gifts he offers us, his creations. Human beings are 
unique because we are made in the image and like-
ness of God. We are called to share “by knowledge 
and love” (CCC, 356) in God’s own life. God, as a 

means for us to reach our eternal des-
tiny, created everything for us. In turn, 
we are to offer all creation back to 
him by reproducing in our lives 
the image of God’s Son made 
man, the “image of the invis-
ible God” (Col 1:15).

The first story of cre-
ation also reveals a great 
deal about the human per-
son. We have been cre-
ated by God with both 
a body and a soul. The 
“soul” refers to the entire 
human person. It also refers to the 
innermost, spiritual aspect of man. 
God creates the soul immediately at 
the time of human conception. The 
soul is also immortal. It does not per-
ish with the body when it separates at 
death, and it will be reunited with the 
body at the final resurrection. The human body, too, 
shares in the image of God because it is intended to be 
the temple of the Holy Spirit. Also, we are to regard 
the human body as good and to honor it, since God has 
created it and will raise it on the last day.

 Review
1. What descriptive phrase helps to mark the 

covenants in the Book of Genesis?

2. In the New Covenant, how does Jesus com-
mand his disciples to be fruitful?

3. Name two truths about God revealed in cre-
ation stories.

Reflect
Tell three ways that God has made you unique.
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The Beginning of  
God’s Revelation
In the person and mission of Jesus Christ, God has 
fully been revealed. But this Revelation was a gradual 
one through history. The beginning of God’s Revela-
tion to humans came when he made himself known to 
our first parents.

God invited Adam and Eve to an “intimate com-
munion with himself and clothed them with resplen-
dent grace and justice” (CCC, 54). When Adam and 
Eve sinned (“Sin Interrupts the Story of Salvation,” 
pages 44–45), God did not withdraw the Revelation 
of himself. Rather, he encouraged humankind with the 
hope of Salvation and the promise of Redemption.

Sin Interrupts the Story of 
Salvation
The second creation story in Genesis describes anoth-
er reality: the sin of Adam and Eve. With their sin, 
the harmony of original holiness and original justice 
intended for humankind would be lost.

As with other events in primeval history, the fall of 
man described in Genesis 3 uses figurative language but 
describes an actual “deed that took place at the begin-
ning of the history of man” (CCC, 390) that reveals with 
the certainty of faith that all human history is marred by 
an original, voluntary sin committed by our first parents.

The basic root of sin is man’s rejection of God and 
opposition to his will. The second creation story de-
scribes how this first happened. Adam and Eve were 
tempted to sin by a serpent, a fallen angel who was 
“Satan” or the “devil.”

What was the Original Sin? Essentially, it was an 
abuse of man’s freedom. Tempted by the devil, Adam 
disobeyed God and lacked trust in God’s goodness. The 
Book of Genesis describes the sin as Adam and Eve 
eating fruit from the forbidden “tree of the knowledge 
of good and bad” (Gn 2:17, 3:6). All sin, including this 

Original Sin, is rooted in disobedience of God. The 
Original Sin, in essence, is that man preferred himself 
to God. Man was created to be like God in all his glory, 
but instead, he chose to be like God, but “without God, 
before God, and not in accordance with God” (CCC, 
398, quoting St. Maximus the Confessor).

St. Thomas Aquinas taught that sin of Adam is shared 
by all of his descendants because the whole human race 
is in Adam “as one body of one man.” The Original Sin 
has consequences for all of humanity. Adam and Eve im-
mediately lost the graces of original holiness. The har-
mony of original justice is destroyed: human nature is 
weakened and inclined to sin, our spiritual control over 
our bodies are lost, tensions between men and women 
are introduced, and the rest of creation (e.g., animals, cli-
mate) becomes hostile to humankind. Moreover, “death 
makes its entrance into human history” (CCC, 400).

Yet it is important to note that even after the sin of 
Adam and Eve, God immediately offered his mercy 
and the first promise of a Redeemer for fallen human-
kind. God said to the serpent:

I will put enmity between you and the woman
 and between your offspring and hers;
He will strike at your head,
 while you strike at his heel. (Gn 3:15)

The woman’s offspring is Jesus Christ. The First Letter 
of John teaches: “Indeed, the Son of God was revealed 
to destroy the works of the devil” (1 Jn 3:8).
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Still, sin spread quickly after Adam 
and Eve. Cain’s murder of his brother 
Abel is a personal sin, which arose from 
the shared Original Sin of humanity. Af-
ter the incident (Gn 4:1–16), God asks 
Cain to explain himself and tell where 
his brother is. Cain responds by say-
ing, “I do not know. Am I my brother’s 
keeper?” Sin has caused him to abdicate 
his responsibility for others, a practice 
that continues on through each genera-
tion. Interestingly, notice that God al-
lows Cain to live, a different punishment 
than is demanded for murder in the Mo-
saic Law (Ex 21:12). The story, in other 
words, tells us something about humans 
and law, but something even more about 
God and his compassion.

The doctrine of Original Sin is an 
essential truth of the faith. Without the 
doctrine of Original Sin, the mystery of 
Christ is undermined. We come into the 
world as sinners and need God’s com-
passion and the Salvation that is offered 
to all through Christ. As the exultant at 
the Easter vigil proclaims:

O happy, fault, O necessary sin of  
 Adam,

 which gained for us so great a  
 Redeemer!

 Review
1. What is the basic root of sin?

2. What are the consequences of 
Original Sin?

Reflect
Why is the Original Sin a “happy 
fault”?

The Great Flood
The last story cycle in Genesis 1–11 is 
centered on the Great Flood. The cov-
enant that God made with Noah is part 
of the next stage of his Revelation. 
Noah became the new ancestor for hu-
mankind. God blessed him and his sons 
and said to them: “Be fertile and mul-
tiply and fill the earth” (Gn 9:1). The 
covenant with Noah revealed the basic 
precepts of the law and combated pa-
ganism, a combination of idol worship 
(idolatry) and worship of many gods 
(polytheism). This covenant also called 
all people—including Gentiles—to re-
lationship with God and remains in 
force “until the universal proclamation 
of the Gospel” (CCC, 58).

The ancient peoples surrounding the 
Hebrews also had flood legends. One of 
the most famous is part of the great myth 
cycle of a Mesopotamian poem known 
as the Epic of Gilgamesh. Many copies 
of Gilgamesh have been found by ar-
chaeologists, from as early as 2000 BC 
in some places and as early as the sixth 
century BC in other locations. It was ob-
viously an ancient story that was widely 
known and very popular throughout the 
region. The Hebrews, too, would have 
known the story.

While there are similarities between 
the flood story of the Epic of Gilgamesh 
and the inspired text of Scripture, the 
Hebrew story shares how God reveals 
himself to man and a hint to man’s 

idolatry
Worshipping something or 
someone other than the 
true God. It is a sin against 
the First Commandment.
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eventual destiny. Here are some of the unique teachings 
of the Hebrew version:
• Humanity is to be destroyed because they are evil 

and constantly doing violence to each other.
• Noah is saved because he is a righteous man.
• The Gilgamesh hero takes money on the ark. 

Noah only takes animals.
• The Hebrew version represents a “second cre-

ation story.” Noah takes the place of a new 
“Adam.”

Now we understand the wisdom of the Church’s in-
terpretation and understanding of elements of this story. 
The story says that God made an everlasting covenant 
with Noah and humankind. God intervenes in history 
and offers his Salvation. This will be an ongoing oc-
currence through the Old Testament, leading to God’s 
ultimate intervention in history, the Incarnation of his 
Son, Jesus Christ, who offers Salvation to all.

Reflect
How does God intervene in your life in a positive 
way?
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The Tower of Babel:  
More Hope for the World
The last of the primeval history events of Genesis 
1–11 details how the sin of pride brought into the 
world by the sin of Adam increased to the point that 
an entire city tried to make itself God. The short nine-
verse story (Gn 11:1–9) also has a secondary motive: 
to show in an imaginative way how the many different 

languages of the world came to be. This of itself is a 
hopeful gesture to humankind (below).

Notice where this is taking place. The place is 
called “Shinar” (verse 2). This is an ancient term that 
the Bible often uses for “Babylon” (and thus the play 
on the name “Babel”). Why is Babylon important? 
Remember that Babylon was the great empire that 
conquered Jerusalem and destroyed Solomon’s Tem-
ple in 587 BC. This powerful memory of the Hebrews 

WHy SO MaNy FlOOd 
STORIES?
The Epic of Gilgamesh is one of many flood stories from 
the ancient world. There are some biblical scholars who 
believe that the reason for the many flood stories (in-
cluding the Genesis story of the Great Flood) relates 
specifically to an ancient historic event.

One theory of the preponderance of flood legends, 
according to Columbia University geologists, is that as 
the Ice Age ended, glaciers melted, and a wall of sea-
water surged from the Mediterranean into the Black 
Sea. During the Ice Age, the geologists argue, the Black 
Sea was an isolated freshwater lake surrounded by 
farmland.

Then, according to the theory, about twelve thou-
sand years ago, toward the end of the Ice Age, the Earth 
began growing warmer. Vast sheets of ice that sprawled over the Northern Hemisphere began to 
melt. Oceans and seas grew deeper as a result. About seven thousand years ago, even the Medi-
terranean Sea swelled. Seawater pushed northward, slicing through what is now Turkey. Funneled 
through the narrow Bosporus, the water hit the Black Sea with two hundred times the force of Niag-
ara Falls. Each day the Black Sea rose about six inches and coastal farms were flooded. Settlements 
were discovered in what is today submerged former shorelines of the Black Sea.

Seared into the memories of terrified survivors, the story of the flood was passed down through 
the generations and eventually became the basis for some of the ancient flood stories.

This is a relatively recent theory, and lots of materials are available online and in recent books 
to assemble more information. Ruins of civilizations are being explored along what is supposed to 
be the ancient shoreline of the Black Sea to find out if these were the original villages and cities of 
the flood victims.

Cuneiform tablet describing Gilgamesh Flood Epic
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was so great that “Babylon” passed into history as a 
symbol for any oppressive empire or state. The New 
Testament uses Babylon to refer to the Roman Empire 
(e.g., 1 Pt 5:13; Rv 16:19; 18:2, 10, 21).

Next, consider the second part of the story. One in-
terpretation of the diversity of languages is that God is 
punishing the people for their sins. However, the unifi-
cation of all humanity under one language, and putting 
them all to work to build a great city and tower, would 
have been good only for the rulers. The scattering of the 
peoples into different languages would really have been 
God’s liberation for most of the people of “Shinar.”

Therefore, dividing into different peoples and lan-
guages was not punishment, but freedom. Consider the 
parallel story in Acts 2:5–13. We now can appreciate that 
each person gathered in Jerusalem at the Pentecost feast 
heard Peter in his or her own language, also a positive 

development. The Church teaches that God willed the 
diversity of his creatures and their own particular good-
ness, their interdependence, and their order. This diver-
sity is deeply celebrated by God’s liberation of the people 
that follows through a genealogy that begins with Noah’s 
son, Shem, and ends with the patriarch Abraham.

The primeval history stories of Genesis tell us 
much about the Hebrew people—including what they 
value about life and their beliefs about YHWH. Here 
is a summary of some of the things these stories teach 
us about God and his will:
• God’s will is to create a people in his image—

both male and female.
• God’s will is peace, not violence. Violence is 

considered sinful in these stories. God creates in 
peace—it is humans that bring on violence. The 
flood story suggests that God was so sickened 
by human violence that God regretted making 
humanity.

• God’s will is trust and truthfulness—not the lies 
and deceptions of human beings in their society.

• God’s will is care for creation—not destruction 
and exploitation.

• God’s will is joyful diversity—not forced 
unification.

• God is not impressed with how great our human 
material accomplishments are, but with how we 
care for each other and also how we care for the 
created environment.

 Review
1. What are two unique teachings of the Hebrew 

version of the Great Flood?

2. How was the scattering of people into differ-
ent languages really a source of liberation for 
most people of “Shinar”?

Reflect
Which teaching from the Genesis primeval history 
stories speaks most clearly to your life? Explain.
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abraham and the 
Patriarchs
Genesis 1–11 is markedly different 
from Genesis 12–50. As mentioned, 
the first eleven chapters of the Book of 
Genesis poetically describe primeval 
history, the world as God intended it to 
be and what human sinfulness made of 
it. In chapter 12, the focus changes to 
God’s Revelation to a shepherd living 
in Ur, an ancient city in Mesopotamia. 
Abram was later renamed Abraham, the 
“father of a multitude,” and called by 
God to travel to a new land. Abraham, 
and the account of the other patriarchs, 
Isaac and Jacob, and the narrative sur-
rounding Jacob’s son, Joseph, are not 
counted as history in the strict sense, 
though people from Abraham onward 
can be placed in the historical and so-
cial setting of the Near East from 2000 
to 1700 BC.

The first thing to notice about Gen-
esis 12–50, besides that it covers a great 
deal of material, is that this really reads 
like a collection of short stories. Each of 
these sections has a clear beginning and a 
clear ending. When the Bible was divid-
ed into chapters and verses (much later 
than the original manuscripts, of course, 
which have no such numbers) it was easy 
to divide Genesis into chapters because 
the stories easily divide into units.

This is the reason stories about the 
main characters in Genesis are often 
referred to as “cycles” of stories: they 
read very much like a series of short 

stories all based on prominent central 
characters which were gathered to-
gether into one cycle. When Genesis is 
read and studied this way, one aspect 
of the book becomes surprisingly clear. 
Look at the chapters in which the main 
characters of Genesis appear. The total 
chapters are in parentheses:
• Abraham—chapters 12–23, 25 (13)
• Isaac—chapters 24, 26–27 (3)
• Jacob—chapters 28–35, 49 (9)
• Joseph—chapters 37–48, 50 (12)

Who are the dominant people in the 
Book of Genesis? Abraham, certainly, 
but second to him are Joseph, followed 
by Jacob. Isaac is more like a transition-
al figure, without a great deal of tradi-
tion surrounding his life and adventure. 
This section of the text focuses the most 
attention on the patriarchs that the au-
thors of Genesis wrote the most about. 
Also, it is worth noting that the stories 
of these ancestors describe both posi-
tive and negative experiences. The rea-
son for this: the authors intended for the 
readers to learn both from what worked 
from their ancestors and from their mis-
takes. A prime religious lesson of these 
chapters is that God used these very hu-
man personalities to accomplish the di-
vine will: the creation and preservation 
of a special People who would reveal 
God to all the nations.

Reflect
Do you learn better from the suc-
cesses of those who have lived be-
fore you or their failures? Explain.

patriarchs
Male rulers, elders, or lead-
ers. The patriarchs of the 
faith of Israel are Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob.
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Covenant with Abraham
The Genesis account seems intent on showing that 
Abraham wandered throughout all of the known 
world. His journey foreshadows the one that the He-
brew people will later make in various stages of their 
history. For example, his return from Egypt is a pre-
view of the Hebrews’ journey out of Egypt following 
the Exodus that will form the people of Israel in the 
stories of Moses.

Abraham’s descendants also eventually journeyed 
far and wide in the Jewish Diaspora. And, St. Paul, 
another spiritual descendant of Abraham, traveled all 
over his known world—the Roman Empire—to share 
the Good News of Jesus Christ, who was himself a 
traveling preacher teaching all people. God’s message 
always “travels.”

One of the most important elements of the Abra-
ham tradition is the covenant God establishes with 
Abraham. God entered into a covenant with Abraham, 
assuring him that the Divine 
Word would come about and 
be maintained through his 
posterity, an early sign of the 
People’s faith in the resurrec-
tion. The most important cov-
enant in the Old Testament is 
God’s covenant with Moses 
that includes the giving of the 
Law. There is also the cove-
nant with Noah, as mentioned 
in “The Great Flood” on pag-
es 45–46. God also estab-
lished a covenant with King 
David. The terms of God’s 
covenant with Abraham are 
laid out in Genesis 12:1–3. 
First, God tells what he re-
quires of Abraham:

Go forth from the land of your kinsfolk and 
from your father’s house to a land that I will 
show you. (Gn 12:1)

God’s part of the agreement comes next:

 I will make of you a great nation,
 and I will bless you;
 I will make your name great,
 so that you will be a blessing.
 I will bless those who bless you
 and curse those who curse you.
 All the communities of the earth
 shall find blessing in you. (Gn 12:2–3)

Besides the terms, there is typically a sign or sym-
bol of biblical covenants. With Moses, for example, 
the sign is the giving of the laws themselves. With 
Abraham, there are two such signs. First, his name is 
changed from Abram to Abraham. His wife’s name 
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is changed from Sarai to Sarah. More 
importantly, there is the sign of cir-
cumcision. The tradition of practicing 
circumcision on all Hebrew is attributed 
to Abraham himself. Since Abraham’s 
heirs were to come from Abraham’s 
own natural child (and not an adopted 
child, as Abraham apparently thought 
at first. See Genesis 15), then it seems 
obvious that this sign would somehow 
be connected to the idea of descendants 
or offspring. Thus, the sign was cir-
cumcision—a physical symbol on the 
male genitals—since God’s part of the 
covenant deals with offspring and de-
scendants (Gn 17:1–10).

Understanding the promise made to 
Abraham is a crucial element for gain-
ing a modern Catholic understanding 
of the Bible. The Church teaches, for 
example, that God chose Abraham and 
made a covenant with him and his de-
scendants, and that by the covenant God 
formed his people. Abraham’s faith in 
God’s promises is considered an act of 
righteousness; that is, the “right” atti-
tude a person should have toward God. 
As St. Paul pointed out, “For what does 
the scripture say? Abraham believed 
in God, and it was credited to him as 
righteousness” (Rom 4:3). The Church 
is an extension of the covenant with 
Abraham, part of God’s People. As 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
explains:

The people descended from 
Abraham would be the trust-
ees of the promise made to the 
patriarchs, the chosen people, 

called to prepare for that day 
when God would gather all 
his children into the unity of 
the Church. They would be the 
root onto which the Gentiles 
would be grafted, once they 
came to believe. (CCC, 60)

Blessing and Threats
Another important theme in the early 
ancestor stories of Abraham is “bless-
ings,” which have been promised to 
him and his descendants by God. It is 
God who is the source of the blessings. 
But in conjunction with the blessings 
are related “threats” which are not of 
God’s doing but attributed to human 
weakness and doubt.

In other words, in many of these 
stories, even though God has blessed 
and made a promise, there are also 
threats to that promise—possibilities 
that the promise will not be kept. For 
example, Abraham is promised heirs 
through his wife Sarah, but she doubts 
that she will be able to have children 
because of her age. Later, Abraham 
himself feels threatened. Will he have 
to sacrifice his child? These twists in 
the plot and drama also serve to make 
the lessons learned even more memo-
rable. The subsections below look at a 
few more of these.

External Threats to Sarah 
(Genesis 12:10–20 and 
Genesis 20:1–18)
Already in Genesis 12:10–20, the fu-
ture of Abraham is threatened. Sarah 

circumcision
The surgical removal of the 
male foreskin; it was the 
physical sign of the cov-
enant between God and 
Abraham.
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is taken into the household of Pharaoh. The details 
of this brief story are so minimal that it does not an-
swer many questions that we have, but the fact that 
Sarah experiences the “captivity” of Pharaoh, and 
thus anticipates the later oppression of the Hebrews is 
surely a central idea in this brief story. But the threat 
is also very clear. How can Sarah bear the promised 
descendants of Abraham if she is in the harem of the 
Pharaoh? In 12:17, “the Lord struck Pharaoh and his 
household with severe plagues” (another reference to 
the later Exodus story?) so that he releases Sarah, and 
they are both asked to leave Egypt.

There is another example of this “external threat” 
in Genesis 20. There, the story is repeated with a ruler 
who is local in Palestine, and not from Egypt. Some of 
the other details are different. For example, the ruler in 
this version is warned by God (Gn 20:3) and therefore 
is able to avoid the sin of marrying a woman who is 
already married. Both versions of this story, however, 
represent “external” threats to God’s promise.

Internal Threats to Sarah (Genesis 
16 and 21:1–21)
Unlike external threats from the Egyptian Pharaoh or 
a local ruler, Abimelech, two stories in Genesis 16, 
and again in Genesis 21:1–21, Sarah has doubts that 
she really is going to be the bearer of the promised 
descendents of Israel. The internal threat is her own 
lack of faith.

In Genesis 16, she is so doubtful that she will be 
able to become pregnant that she asks Abraham to 
have a son through Hagar, an Egyptian servant of Sar-
ah. (Hagar’s son Ishmael is honored as the father of 
another great people, the later “Ishmaelites,” who are 
often thought to be the Arab peoples in popular tra-
dition.) Then, in Genesis 21:1–21, Sarah does herself 
produce a son—Isaac—who is the answer to God’s 
promise.

But the image of Sarah’s character is called into 
question in both stories. First, because of her doubts of 

God’s promise (Gn 16), and secondly because of her 
jealousy of Hagar and her son even though he is also 
an heir to Abraham. When Sarah notices Isaac play-
ing with Ishmael, she demands that Abraham “drive 
out that slave and her son” (Gn 21:10). This seems 
very unfair. After all, Hagar had Ishmael only because 
Sarah suggested the plan.

What lessons could God have intended with these 
inspired writings? A key lesson involves Hagar her-
self. Hagar is a woman, a servant girl, and a foreigner, 
and yet the Bible shows how God’s compassion ex-
tends beyond the central character of Abraham and his 
wife Sarah. In both Genesis 16 and Genesis 21, she 
is seriously mistreated, and yet God “hears her cries” 
and takes care of both her and Ishmael. The later Mo-
saic Laws, and the prophet Jeremiah, teach that God 
demands care for “the widow, the orphan, and the for-
eigner” (e.g., Dt 27:19; Jer 7:6; 22:3). The story of 
Hagar clearly illustrates this “justice of God.” She and 
Ishmael are a “widow, orphan, and foreigner” when 
they are sent away by Abraham.

Threat to the Heir (Genesis 
22:1–19)
Another incident that clearly follows the theme of 
promised blessing and threat is one of the most trou-
bling in the entire Bible. It is the recounting of Abra-
ham’s near sacrifice of Isaac, Genesis 22:1–19. What a 
horrible threat this story seems to be! Could God actu-
ally have asked for a human sacrifice? Notably, there 
was human sacrifice in Canaanite religious practice, 
and in many other religious traditions surrounding the 
Israelites. That an Ancient Near Eastern deity asks for 
a human sacrifice would not have been unprecedent-
ed. It is possible that Abraham would have been sad, 
but not shocked, with this request, so common in other 
religions all around him.

However, the author of Genesis represents this 
challenge as a “test ”of human character (much in the 
same way Job’s character is tested in the Book of Job). 
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The climax of the incident is that God provides anoth-
er sacrifice—the ram dies in place of Isaac—and thus 
saves the child. Child sacrifice is, in the story, finally 
not accepted. This is one of the lessons of the story: 
Hebrews do not sacrifice humans to their God. Oth-
ers believe that the story is about Abraham’s trust that 
God would somehow provide a way through this test.

Christians can read the passage in yet another 
way. It is a profound anticipation of another “Father” 
who is anguished at the human demand that he “sac-
rifice a son” on the Cross. God was faithful in affirm-
ing the promise—both at the mountain of Moriah in 
Genesis 22, and the mountain of Golgotha (see, for 
example, Mk 15:22). When God demanded sacrifice 
in Genesis 22, he provided an alternative to the loss of 
Abraham’s son. When crowds gathered before Jesus, 

crying, “Crucify him!”—crowds that represent all hu-
man rejections of God’s plan for our lives—we were 
not so generous.

There are several possible explanations for the 
contrast between blessings and threats in these inci-
dents. Part of this interplay is probably the inspired 
author’s art. All good stories involve a plot twist—a 
danger that the hero must overcome—in order for the 
story to be dramatic. We must consider another, more 
important, message as we try to understand God’s in-
tentions. These stories of the patriarchs teach us to 
trust God as the giver of all blessings—and to con-
tinue to trust him even when things seem difficult. A 
good story should surprise, upset, teach, and comfort. 
Genesis certainly does all of these things and more.

 Review
1. Why are the stories of the main characters in 

Genesis 12–50 often referred to as “cycles” of 
stories?

2. What are the terms of God’s covenant with 
Abraham?

3. Why is it important that the sign of circumci-
sion in God’s covenant with Abraham is con-
nected with the male genitals?

4. Why is the covenant with Abraham crucial for 
Catholics in understanding the Bible?

5. Name an external and internal threat to Sarah 
from the Book of Genesis.

6. What is the lesson of the story of Abraham’s 
near sacrifice of Isaac?
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The Blessing of Jacob

Isaac’s role in the Book of Genesis is smaller than that 
of Abraham, Jacob, and Joseph. Isaac is a transitional 
character between the Abraham and Jacob stories.

Rebekah loves her younger son, Jacob, while Isaac 
seems to prefer his firstborn, Esau. In order to secure 
Isaac’s blessing on Jacob, Rebekah instructs him to 
deceive his father and take his older brother’s place. 
Isaac is fooled and Jacob gets his blessing, but then 
he must flee.

An interesting point of consideration about the 
trickery involved concerns the possibility that the sto-
ry was produced at a time when the Hebrews were 
in exile. In that case, Jacob’s trickery becomes more 
meaningful to a people forced to use tricks and quick 
thinking as survival skills to deal with authority figures 
and domineering conquerors. Also, the story may have 
had an additional political message. The Hebrews had 
many local enemies, including the Edomites, a group 
that lived across the Jordan and south of the Dead Sea. 
In the story, Jacob tricked his brother Esau out of his 

birthright by cooking a red stew (Gn 25:29–30). The 
Hebrew word for “red” is also “edom.” In fact, Gen-
esis 36:8 makes the equation clear: “Esau is Edom.”

Those points aside, the familiar story of Genesis 
27 begins the stories of Jacob, all of which involve 
one form of trickery or another. In a sense, then, the 
figure of Rebekah and the deception she introduces re-
ally sets up the incidents involving Jacob. It could be 
argued that these stories represent the hope that Israel 
can at times live in peace with its neighbors, especial-
ly the Edomites. In this case, Jacob is able to humble 
himself, ask for forgiveness, and even offer compen-
sation for past injustices, all in the name of making 
peace. Part of the power of this story is to suggest that 
if Jacob and Esau can reconcile, even peace between 
nations is possible.

 Review
 What does the story of Jacob and Esau teach 

about reconciliation?
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Joseph and His Brothers
Some of the most dramatic stories in the Old Testa-
ment revolve around Jacob’s twelve sons, especially 
his favorite son, Joseph (Gn 37, 39–50). The “J” au-
thor was the first to put these stories in writing, taking 
various stories about Joseph, Israel’s earliest days in 
Egypt, and certain traditions about some of the broth-
ers and tribes and weaving them into one story, a liter-
ary masterpiece. The story has elements of adventure, 
intrigue, romance, and suspense.

A good deal of the Joseph narrative is based on 
historical events and Egyptian culture.

Throughout most of ancient history—from about 
3000 BC through the Roman era at the time of Jesus—
Egypt had a massive, centralized economy served by 
thousands of slaves and poor agricultural farmers. The 
massive architecture of Egypt, so impressive today 
to modern tourists, was built on the backs of massive 
amounts of human labor (often foreign slaves like the 
Canaanites and Hebrews) working to serve Pharaoh.

The administration of Egypt famously hoarded 
impressive amounts of wealth, collected on the basis 
of rich agricultural produce from the Nile River and 

the widespread trade that Egypt engaged in with its 
agricultural surplus. Groups of people from the north-
ern lands of Canaan would often take refuge in Egypt 
in times of severe famine, because the Nile River was 
considerably less susceptible to weather changes than 
the more fragile agricultural economy of Palestine.

Furthermore, there is little indication of much 
concern for the general well-being of the wider popu-
lation, beyond the Pharaoh’s religious responsibility 
to maintain good relations with the Egyptian gods, 
thereby “guaranteeing” the productivity of the land. 
It is hard to know, frankly, whether the Joseph nar-
rative is based on an ancient Hebrew admiration for 
the achievements of Egypt, or resentment of Egyptian 
dominance (and frequent interference) in the affairs 
of the Palestine economy. One question to consider 
is whether we are meant to admire Joseph’s role in 
Egyptian dominance or, like Jacob’s trickery, question 
his judgment.

Finally, however, the Joseph stories set the stage 
for the main event of the Old Testament—the forma-
tion of the people of Israel by their Exodus experience 
and their efforts to carve out a life for themselves in 
Canaan. The Book of Genesis concludes with these 
words and a request made by Joseph to his brothers:
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“I am about to die. God will 
surely take care of you and 
lead you out of this land to the 
land that he promised on oath 
to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” 
Then, putting the sons of Is-
rael under oath, he continued, 
“When God thus takes care of 
you, you must bring my bones 
up with you from this place.” 
(Gn 50:24–25)

These verses and words of Joseph 
lead the journey to the study of the 
Book of Exodus. A point to move for-
ward with from the Book of Genesis 
themes is the revelation of God’s rela-
tionship to the world, and to Israel. God 
is a loving Creator, but also a just judge. 
YHWH, the God of the covenant, ac-
cepts human weakness and continues 
to love as a redeemer who is faithful to 
his Word. God works through human 
events, making good come out of ap-
parent evil and molding people accord-
ing to the divine will. These themes 
apply to our own lives as well. The 
Lord accepts and loves us, even in our 
sinfulness, and works in our lives in un-
expected ways.

 Review
 What event marked the begin-

ning of Israel as a separate 
nation?

The Book of 
Exodus
At the end of the story of Joseph in the 
Book of Genesis, the setting is Egypt. 
As time passes, according to the in-
troduction in the Book of Exodus, the 
Egyptians forget the positive accom-
plishments of Joseph and there is grow-
ing anxiety in Egypt about the increase 
in the number of Hebrews. In fact, the 
Joseph stories may have been situated in 
a brief period of foreign rule in Egypt 
that occurred between 1650 and 1500 
BC. Egyptian records from that time do 
make reference to the rule of a people 
called the “Hyksos”—an Egyptian term 
for “foreigner.” The Hyksos were prob-
ably not people of a distinct race but the 
rulers among the non-Egyptian popula-
tion of the time. It would have been pos-
sible for a Hebrew like Joseph to rise to 
a high position among the Hyksos, and 
perhaps that explains the enslavement of 
the Hebrews. All those who served and 
benefited from the Hyksos’s rule may 
have been punished once the Egyptian 
rulers regained power.

As with the other books of the Torah, 
the stories of Exodus were likely collect-
ed and edited at the time of the Babylo-
nian exile, about seven hundred years 
after the events took place. The people 
exiled in Babylon would certainly have 
understood what it was like to be held in 
slavery, and they would have been com-
forted and encouraged by stories that cel-
ebrated the liberation of slaves.

Hyksos
A group of non-Egyptians 
who came to power in 
Egypt between 1650 and 
1500 BC.
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Exodus is just such a recounting of events, tell-
ing of the miraculous release of the Israelites from 
Egypt, their journey across the Red Sea to Mount Si-
nai, where they entered into a special covenant with 
God. At Mount Sinai, through Moses, God gave the 
Israelites the Law—the moral, civil, and worship reg-
ulations which allowed them to become a holy people. 
Before the Exodus, the stories of the Bible focused 
on individual patriarchs and matriarchs and their fami-
lies. But when God delivered the Israelites from slav-
ery in Egypt, it marked the beginning of their history 
as a separate nation. God uniquely singled out Israel to 
witness to the one, true Lord.

This section focuses on four main elements of the 
Book of Exodus:
• The call of Moses and the prominence of his life.
• The Israelites’ liberation from slavery to freedom.
• The Passover event.
• The Sinai Covenant.

The Call of Moses (Exodus 
2:1–22)
Exodus 2 begins by telling the story of Moses’s birth, 
the threat to his life from the edict of the Pharaoh, and 
his mother’s attempts to protect him. The story of the 
infant Moses floating down the Nile River in a bas-
ket most likely had a long oral tradition. It is the only 
story that survives from his youth, but its existence in 
Scripture is enough to inform us that Moses’s role will 
be an important one.

The Hebrew authors claim that Moses’s name de-
rived from the Hebrew verb masha—“to draw out” (Ex 
2:10), though it is also strongly related to the names of 
Egyptian pharaohs “Thutmosis” or “Ahmose,” mean-
ing simply “son of” or “progeny of.” The special at-
tention paid in Exodus 2:10 to the Hebrew root of the 
name Moses has important significance. This was the 
only point made in verse 10. It serves to establish Mo-
ses’s Hebrew identity despite his Egyptian upbring-
ing, and refers both to his own being “drawn out” of 

the River Nile and to his efforts to draw the Hebrew 
people out of Egypt. At that point, the story abruptly 
ends, and an entirely different time in the life of Moses 
begins at Exodus 2:11.

Beginning with Exodus 2:11–22, Moses is an adult, 
confronting for the first time one of the main themes of 
the entire Mosaic tradition—the slavery of the Hebrew 
people. While there are doubts about the exact histori-
cal details of the Mosaic stories, the slave economy of 
Egypt is quite clearly historically accurate, and is of-
ten referred to in Egyptian documents from that time. 
There are even ancient Egyptian writings that refer to 
the escape of slaves, although not in great numbers.

When Moses intervenes in two fights between He-
brew slaves and Egyptian slave masters, he immediately 
gets into trouble. In the first fight, Moses kills an Egyp-
tian slave master to prevent him from beating a Hebrew 
slave. In the second, he is blamed by two Hebrews 
(who are fighting amongst themselves) for assuming 
that he has anything to teach them, and it becomes ob-
vious that he has been recognized as the one who killed 
the Egyptian in the first fight. After these episodes, he 
lives for years among a desert-dwelling people called 
the Midianites, where he marries and learns to shepherd 
his father-in-law’s flock. It is while he is living in the 
desert that he receives his amazing call to be the libera-
tor of God’s People.
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This short introduction to Moses 
suggests that violence is not going to be 
the way of success for him. He will not 
defeat the Pharaoh in a great battle, nor 
free the slaves by force of arms. The in-
spired message of these early chapters of 
Exodus is that a power much greater than 
Moses’s own human attempts is neces-
sary to settle the issue of the Hebrews’ 
slavery. God himself must liberate his 
people, though Moses will be the instru-
ment he chooses to bring this about.

Reflect
How do you understand yourself to 
be an instrument of God’s will?

“I Am the One 
Who Is” (Exodus 
2:23–3:23)
In Exodus 3, God calls Moses to his 
mission. Moses meets God in a fiery 

bush in the desert, a bush that at first 
attracts Moses’s attention because it 
does not burn though it is engulfed in 
flames. In Exodus 3:14, God shares 
his name with Moses. It is a mysteri-
ous name, translated into English as “I 
am who I am”—but actually built on 
the basic Hebrew verb “is” from which 
the biblical name “YHWH” derives. “It 
is a mysterious name because God is 
mystery” (CCC, 206). Orthodox Jews 
do not pronounce this name (believ-
ing it to be so sacred that they must not 
speak it). In 2008, Pope Benedict XVI 
reminded the Church of this practice 
of the Jews, and taught that the Tetra-
grammaton is not to be pronounced 
in Catholic liturgy or music (“What Is 
God’s Name?” below).

WHaT IS GOd’S NaME?
In Hebrew, after the tradition arose among the Jews that one should not speak YHWH, the holy name of God, 
the Jewish scribes came up with a little trick to remind readers not to pronounce it by accident—especially in 
public reading of the Scriptures.

In order to understand this trick, remember that Hebrew is written with consonants only, and not vowels 
(which are indicated, instead, by little signs above and below the consonants). What the scribes did was to take 
the vowel signs from the word Adonai (“Lord”) and artificially put them on the consonants of “YHWH.” It was not 
really supposed to be pronounced. Rather, it was supposed to remind the reader to say “Adonai” not “YHWH.”

At some point, the tradition was forgotten among Christians, and the word was misread, taking the conso-
nants and the added vowels. This new word came out “Jehovah.” This means that, contrary to what some Chris-
tians believe, “Jehovah” is not the “true” name of God. In fact, the opposite is true; it is a historically mistaken 
reading.

The traditional name for God is “YHWH” (usually pronounced “Yah-way,” but even this is partly an assumed 
pronunciation). Parts of this name are heard in Hebrew personal names like “YAH-shua”= Joshua/Jesus, or “Jer-
em-e -YAH”= Jeremiah. Also, “Elohim” is a name for God that was widely used, depending on the geographic 
region. Elohim was often thought to be more typical of the northern Israelites, and YHWH more common in 
southern Israel. Elohim appears in Hebrew names like “Mich-EL,” “Dan-i-EL,” and “Ari-EL.”

Tetragrammaton
Greek for “four letters,” the 
term refers to the sacred 
term YHWH as it appeared 
in the sacred writings of 
the Jews.
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What is important in the Moses tradition is not nec-
essarily the name of God, but rather how God is known 
and what God has done and will do: “God, who re-
veals himself as ‘I AM,’ reveals himself as the God 
who is always there, present to his people in order to 
save them” (CCC, 207).

Exodus 3:15–17 presents an interesting summary 
of who God is by mentioning the ancestors of Israel 
(Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) as well as the events that 
will take place—liberation from Egypt and entry into 
the Promised Land. This is what is really important to 
the Hebrews—God is known by what he does, not by 
special names or words.

Interestingly, the name of Jesus communicates 
this fact. The name “Jesus” literally means “YHWH 
Saves.” Even the name of the Messiah communicates 
that God is known by what he does, not primarily by 
what he is called.

Slavery to Freedom
There are many elements to the great story of God’s 
conflict with Pharaoh, and the horrific events that lead 
up to the final release of the Hebrews from Egyptian 
bondage. There are also a number of interesting under-
standings about how these stories—which include the 
ten plagues—are to be read.

One common understanding of the ten plagues is 
that each is directed against a specific Egyptian god. 
But trying to match up all the plagues with known dei-
ties and their images presents problems. Consider the 
following:

Plague Egyptian God

1. Nile turned to blood Khnum or Hapi (god of 
water or the River Nile)

2. Frogs Heket (goddess of child-
birth portrayed as frog)

3. Lice/gnats ?

4. Flies ?

5. Pestilence Hathor (god portrayed as 
a bull)

6. Boils ?

7. Hail Seth (god of wind and 
storms)

8. Locusts Min (goddess of fertility 
and vegetation)

9. Darkness Amon-Re (sun god)

10. Death of Firstborn Osiris (god of judgment 
or death)

Not only does this theory fail to account for the 
three plagues that cannot be associated with any 
known gods, but some of the gods are associated with 
the plague by their image (i.e., Heket and Hathor), oth-
ers by the area over which they were understood to 
have influence (i.e., Seth, Min, Amon-Re, and Osiris), 
and some of these gods were never “worshipped” by 
the Egyptians at all (i.e., Khnum or Hapi). The idea 
that each plague was directed against a specific Egyp-
tian deity is a clever argument, but ultimately must be 
set aside as contrary to what we know, both of bibli-
cal texts and Egyptian history and culture. In fact, the 
biblical portrayal presents these plagues as directed 
against Pharaoh himself. He was, after all, considered 
a divine figure in Egypt whose responsibilities includ-
ed the well-being of Egypt itself.

Similar questions must be raised about another 
popular theory that these plagues were actually natu-
rally occurring circumstances. Perhaps, for example, 
red algae of some kind turned the Nile red and made the 
water undrinkable (the first plague). Perhaps excessive 
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flooding of the Nile River Valley left pools of stand-
ing water for mosquitoes (the third plague). Perhaps 
there was an outbreak of anthrax among the livestock 
of Egypt, infecting cattle and even making the people 
sick (the fifth and tenth plagues). Hailstorms and lo-
custs are obviously both naturally occurring phenom-
ena (the seventh and eighth plagues). And so on.

Such an explanation starts out to prove that the 
story of the Israelites’ escape from the Pharaoh is pos-
sible, that it can be believed because the plagues can 
be explained rationally. But others take that explana-
tion one step further and argue that if that the plagues 
are not miraculous at all, if they are merely “natural 
events,” then Moses, Pharaoh, and all the people were 
entirely fooled into thinking that some “God” was be-
hind these merely freakish events of nature. In truth, 
no matter what way the story is examined, God was 
the initiator of these events. It was in the Exodus that 

“God formed Israel as his people by freeing them from 
slavery in Egypt” (CCC, 62).

The first nine plagues follow an arrangement of 
three sets of plagues, which are indicated by the spe-
cial way that each set is introduced. Each set includes 
three different plagues:

Set A (plagues 1, 4, and 7)
• Introduced with a phrase instructing Moses to go 

to the pharaoh in the morning.

Set B (plagues 2, 5, and 8)
• Introduced with the phrase “The Lord said to 

Moses, ‘Go to Pharaoh. . . .’”

Set C (plagues 3, 6, and 9)
• Introduced by instruction from God to Moses or 

Aaron to perform an act.

Plague Introductory Phrase Set

Nile turned to blood Exodus 7:15 A

Frogs Exodus 8:1 B

Gnats Exodus 8:12 C

Flies Exodus 8:20 A

Pestilence (cattle dying) Exodus 9:1 B

Boils Exodus 9:8 C

Hail Exodus 9:13 A

Locusts Exodus 10:1 B

Darkness Exodus 10:21 C
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The arrangement of the plagues into three sets by 
introductory phrases was an interesting literary tech-
nique. The purpose of the plague stories is not to show 
God’s power over Pharaoh or even that he can work 
miracles, but that God’s will is for liberation of slaves 
and the creation of a people out of the enslaved and 
oppressed. What is important is that God revealed his 
will to the Israelites, and they understood their history 
as a people in light of that Revelation. These stories 
teach us about God and the formation of his people, 
the Israelites. They teach that God chooses slaves—
that he liberates the oppressed. They teach that earthly 
powers, such as Pharaoh, cannot maintain oppression 
when God wills liberation. They also teach that with 
liberation comes responsibility.

Reflect
How do you find the statement “with liberation 
comes responsibility” to be true?

The Release from Egypt
It appears most likely that, once again, two different 
oral traditions have been woven together in the Book of 
Exodus to tell the story of how the Israelites left Egypt. 
In the conclusion of the nine plagues in Exodus 10:28, 
Pharaoh and Moses have the following exchange:

“Leave my presence,” Pharaoh said to him, 
“and see to it that you do not appear before 
me again! The day you appear before me you 
shall die!” Moses replied, “Well said! I will 
never appear before you again.”

But look at the words of the Lord to Moses that 
begin chapter 11:

Then the Lord told Moses, “One more plague 
will I bring upon Pharaoh and upon Egypt. 
After that he will let you depart. In fact, he 

will not merely let you go; he will drive you 
away.” (Ex 11:1)

Exodus 10 ended with Moses saying that the Is-
raelites were leaving, yet Exodus 11 opens with God 
calling for another plague. A discriminating reader 
will wonder why.

The usual answer is that the end of Exodus 10 and 
the beginning of Exodus 11 is a rather awkward transi-
tion between two originally different traditions about 
how the people of Israel left Egypt. Chapters 7 to 10 
of Exodus represent the “nine plagues” tradition, and 
chapter 11 is the story of the Israelites leaving Egypt 
following the first Passover. By weaving in the begin-
ning of the Passover tradition at the end of Exodus 
10, it becomes the “tenth” plague. But, perhaps it was 
once an entirely unique story about how the people 
left Egypt after one horrendous event—the death of 
the firstborn of Egypt.

Furthermore, by adding the Passover tradition to 
the tradition of the nine plagues, the text obscures a 
connection that would otherwise be more obvious—
that the “Passover” event is directly related to the be-
ginning of the story of Moses. Without the intervening 
chapters that relate the nine plagues, it is possible to 
connect the killing of the firstborn Egyptian children 
(Ex 12:29–30) to the edict of the Egyptian pharaoh 
to kill the Hebrew boys at the time of Moses’s birth 
(Ex 1:15–16). Rather than being merely horrendous 
or even cruel, the Passover event can be understood as 
punishment on the Egyptian people for the Pharaoh’s 
original decree. Violence leads to violence.

The two traditions of the release of the Hebrews 
from Egypt may blur an exact understanding of how 
the Exodus actually took place in history. But there 
was a distinct religious purpose to editing these mate-
rials together to form the story as it is now included in 
the Old Testament, mainly that
• God keeps his promises to his people, and
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• God is a God of liberation and not 
enslavement.

Another important teaching to keep 
in mind is that as Jews celebrate Pass-
over today, they commemorate the sav-
ing actions of God and give thanks for 
them. The “Exodus events are made 
present to the memory of believers so 
that they may conform their lives to 
them” (CCC, 1363). In the Church’s 
liturgy, the memorial takes on a new, 
deeper meaning and the saving events 
actually become present: “When the 
Church celebrates the Eucharist, she 
commemorates Christ’s Passover, and 
it is made present: the sacrifice Christ 
offered once for all on the cross re-
mains ever present” (CCC, 1364).

 Review
1. How does the meaning of 

Moses’s name relate to his mis-
sion later in life?

2. Why do Orthodox Jews re-
frain from speaking the 
Tetragrammaton?

3. Who are the ten plagues direct-
ed against? Who initiated the 
plagues?

4. What are the lessons of the ten 
plagues?

5. How does the Eucharist give 
deeper meaning to the Passover 
events?

The Wandering of 
the People in the 
Wilderness 
After a canticle sung by Moses and 
the Israelites celebrating God’s saving 
power (Ex 15:1–17), Exodus contin-
ues with another story cycle contain-
ing traditional stories about the life of 
the Israelites during the time they were 
wandering in the wilderness (Ex 15:18–
Ex 18). Sometimes these episodes are 
referred to as “murmurings” as they 
are primarily a series of complaints 
from the people against the leadership 
of Moses, and eventually, against God 
himself.

These chapters depict an unruly 
and restive people who have left Egypt, 
unsure of their future. They complain 
about food (Ex 16:1–4) and water (Ex 
17:1–3), and they face serious dangers 
from desert peoples who are consider-
ably less than hospitable (Ex 17:8–16). 
Finally, Moses’s father-in-law, Jethro, 
suggests that Moses select some help-
ers from among the people to assist 
in organizing the group (Ex 18). This 
story provides a plausible explanation 
of the leadership of elders among the 
Hebrews, although this is not a particu-
larly unusual social system for agrarian 
societies.

How many people wandered in 
the wilderness with Moses? The tra-
ditional number, 600,000 (Ex 12:37), 
seems unacceptably high. Not only is 
this number quite likely larger than the 

“murmurings”
The stories in the Book of 
Exodus about the com-
plaints against Moses and 
against God.

elders
Mature, usually male, mem-
bers of the Israelite com-
munity who met regularly 
to rule on specific disputes 
within the community.

Licensed to Holy Family High School College Preparatory for the 2014–15 school year.



 The Pentateuch 63

entire population of whole sections of Palestine, but 
also it would represent a massive number of people 
trying to survive in the Sinai desert. The problem is 
typically solved by pointing out that the Hebrew term 
usually translated “thousands” can also be translated 
“family group” or “village group.” So, if there were 
six hundred “family groups” that left Egypt, a more 
reasonable number would be no more than six thou-
sand (and perhaps much less)—certainly not over half 
a million people! We should also keep in mind that the 
Bible mentions that some Egyptians and possibly oth-
er foreigners left with the Hebrews (Ex 12:38)—so it 
was a group of mixed ancestry long before Israel was 
formed as a nation in the Promised Land.

Reflect
What are some ways that contemporary people 
respond when they are unsure about their fu-
tures?

The Sinai Covenant
A very wise old Bible teacher once said: “There 

is no ‘Exodus’ without ‘Sinai!’” The meaning of this, 
of course, is that freedom always comes with respon-
sibility—a life lesson that most successful people 
eventually heed! For example, young people given 
more freedom by their parents to become their own 
persons simultaneously must learn to take on more re-
sponsibilities in order to use those freedoms wisely. 
The Bible teacher’s important statement helps us to 
understand better that the events surrounding the Is-
raelites’ release from slavery are only one part of a 
two-part saga about the creation of the people of Is-
rael. The Israelites did not become a “Chosen People” 
simply because they were released from Egypt. Their 
new freedom leads to the convocation at the foot of 
Mount Sinai and the reception of God’s direction—
his Law—on what it means and how to behave as his 
people. In other words, it is only when the Israelites 
make an agreement with God at Mount Sinai that they 
actually become a People. This central event—known 
as the Sinai Covenant—is the heart of the religion of 
the Israelites. Among its results:
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• It bound God and the Chosen Peo-
ple in a practical, loving union.

• It revealed God’s special love and 
mercy for them.

• It stipulated how God’s People 
were to respond to his love and 
uphold their part of the covenant; 
that is, first, they must follow the 
commandments; second, they must 
be faithful to God through obedi-
ence and worship.

Essentially, the Sinai Covenant 
was a two-way agreement, with obli-
gations for both parties involved. God 
agrees to be the God of this people (“I 
am the Lord your God . . .”), but this 
is immediately followed by the “stipu-
lations” of the agreement for the peo-
ple—highlighted by the famous “Ten 
Commandments.” (Note that these 
commandments are made special in the 
Book of Exodus because all the people 
heard God speak these commandments, 
whereas only Moses heard the remain-
der of the laws after Exodus 20:18, and 
then passed them on to the people.)

In order to understand the central 
essence of Hebrew religion, we must 
understand this central point: the basic 
covenant between God and the people 
obligates them to obedience to laws or 
ethics. Therefore, at the very center of 
the relationship between God and the 
people in the Hebrew tradition are both 
ethics and a doctrine of God that ac-
knowledges that the moral law is the 
work of Divine Wisdom. In the He-
brew tradition, both belief about God 
and how you live your life are equally 
important. The importance of ethics in 

the Israelites’ covenant with God is of 
great help in understanding the entire 
Old Testament, especially in the tradi-
tion of the Prophets, which will be dis-
cussed in Chapter 1E.

 Review
1. How does translating “thou-

sands” as “family groups” help 
to determine a more reason-
able number of people who left 
Egypt in the Exodus?

2. Name some results of the Sinai 
Covenant.

Reflect
“Freedom always comes with 
responsibility.” Share an example 
from your life when you found this 
to be true.

ethics
A set of principles of right 
conduct.

doctrine
The revealed teachings 
of Christ which are pro-
claimed by the Church’s 
Magisterium and which 
Catholics are obliged to 
believe.
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The Mosaic law 
Codes
For centuries, differences between the 
two similar “versions” of the Law of 
Moses have been noted—namely, the 
laws in the Book of Exodus and the 
laws in the Book of Deuteronomy. For 
example, although the Ten Command-
ments occur in both Exodus 20:1–17 
and Deuteronomy 5:6–21, they are not 
identical in the two books. Although 
the laws themselves are almost the 
same, the reasons given for some of 
these laws differ. Finally, a third source 
of laws from the Book of Leviticus rep-
resents quite a different collection of 
laws altogether. So, it is generally held 
that there are three different collections 
of the Law in the “books of Moses.” 
They are:

1. The Covenant Code (contained in 
Exodus 20–23).

2. The Deuteronomic Code (con-
tained in Deuteronomy 5–28).

3. The Levitical (“Priestly”) Code 
(contained in the Book of 
Leviticus).

All three of these collections, or 
codes, contain civil laws (dealing with 
day-to-day issues of living in an agri-
cultural society) and religious laws (es-
pecially Leviticus). A survey of these 
laws provides further insight into what 
was valued in the early life of Israel: 
family integrity, property, and animals.

The emphasis of biblical laws is 
not on guilt and punishment, but on 
restoration of the community and the 
maintenance of social life. There is no 
mention of law enforcement (police) 
or prisons. In a small-scale agricul-
tural society such as early Israel, laws 
and traditions were maintained by ev-
erybody together, but especially by the 
elders of the villages and towns. The el-
ders met on a regular basis to determine 
specific cases based on traditional laws 
and values. When compensation was 
involved, it was not punitive justice, 
but rather restorative justice as much 
as possible. The idea was to restore the 
life of the community, because these 
people had to continue to live together 
after each case was settled. It was part-
ly the pressure of personal honor and 
the shame of violating themselves and 
their families that kept the Israelite so-
ciety functioning.

The practice of laws in ancient agrar-
ian Israel seems dramatically different 
from the way law functions in modern 
urban life. Today, we hardly know our 
immediate neighbors, much less the 

punitive justice
Laws which rely on pun-
ishment as a deterrent to 
criminal activity.

restorative justice
Laws which are concerned 
primarily with restoring 
community after an offense 
has occurred. The goal is 
to keep the community to-
gether, as the survival of 
the society depended on 
everyone fulfilling his or 
her role.

religious laws
For the Israelites, laws that 
govern the actions of the 
priests, the regulations for 
sacrifice, and the building 
and maintenance of the 
Temple.

civil laws
Laws dealing with the day-
to-day issues that arise be-
tween people living, in the 
case of the Israelites, in an 
agrarian community, such 
as the consequences when 
one person’s animal injures 
another person, or when 
borders between properties 
are disputed.
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entire town or city. In our legal system, “restoring com-
munity” is not considered as important as punishing the 
guilty. The punishment is intended to be a deterrent for 
those who might break the law in the future. Also, the 
person who “wins” a case in a modern court will prob-
ably never see the other party again. Hardly a thought 
is given to what will happen to either party after a legal 
decision is rendered. In ancient Israel, this was not the 
case, so law had to restore honor and society. Two par-
ties facing off in a legal case would most likely contin-
ue to be involved with one another for the rest of their 
lives. Hopefully, you can begin to understand how it is 
different for ancient Hebrews and modern Christians to 
follow the Law of Moses.

Catholics today are not obliged to follow too many 
of the specific laws (e.g., laws regarding clean and un-
clean food) of the three collections in Exodus, Deuter-
onomy, or Leviticus. It is the Ten Commandments that 
contain a “privileged expression of the natural law” 
(CCC, 2070). We can and do capture the spirit of jus-
tice expressed in the Mosaic Law—especially as that 
spirit is strengthened with the coming of Jesus Christ 
and the preaching of the Gospel. “The Old Law is a 
preparation for the Gospel” (CCC, 1964). For example, 
it is precisely the spirit of justice and community in the 
Mosaic Law that are embraced in the New Law, or Law 
of the Gospel. The New Law is a law of love. Love is 
the fulfillment of the Old Law. The New Law doesn’t 
offer any new precepts to follow. Rather, it focuses on 
the attitudes and the motivations we have when we act. 
It finds expression above all in the Beatitudes preached 
in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5: 3–12) and uses the 
sacraments to communicate this grace to us. In fulfill-
ing the Law of Moses, the New Law focuses on better-
ing relationships in the community, especially with the 
poor. The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains:

The Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, far from 
abolishing or devaluing the moral prescrip-
tions of the Old Law, releases their hidden 

potential and has new demands arise from 
them: it reveals their entire divine and human 
truth. It does not add new external precepts, 
but proceeds to reform the heart, the root of 
human acts, where man chooses between the 
pure and the impure, where faith, hope, and 
charity are formed and with them the other 
virtues. (CCC, 1968)

Comparing the  
Collections of Laws
An interesting way to compare the Covenant Code, 
considered to be much older, with the Deuteronomic 
Code is to contrast the two versions of the same legal 
issue. Consider, for example, the issue of what the He-
brews most frequently called slavery, but was actually 
indentured servitude.

Reflect
In the Covenant Code, read Exodus 21:1–11. Com-
pare this to passages from Deuteronomic Code 
(Dt 15:12–18; 23:16–17) on the same subject.

The point is not to debate the issue of slavery per 
se. We know that the slaveholders of pre–Civil War 
America tried to justify slavery on the basis of the Bi-
ble. (Of course, they hoped that people would not read 
too carefully, because what the Bible calls “slavery” 
is clearly not the same thing that African Americans 
sadly suffered in American history.) But there is more 
to be seen in these two laws, from different time pe-
riods, on the subject of indentured servitude. What do 
we notice in our comparison between the two? It is 
often suggested that Deuteronomy represents further 
moral development from the older Covenant Code, a 
humanizing of the laws of slavery.

Whether or not the Covenant Code is older than 
Deuteronomy, there is clearly a difference in the ap-
proach. Deuteronomy seems to reflect the time of the 
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prophets (Dt 24) during which interests 
in social justice were prevalent. Even 
the language of Deuteronomy seems 
similar to the language of the proph-
ets—for example, Deuteronomy’s fa-
mous interest in the poor and weak of 
society, especially the widow, the or-
phan, and often including the foreigner 
or stranger.

Reflect
Read and compare the Deuteronomy 
passages (10:11–18, 24:19–21, and 
27:19) with those of the prophets 
(Is 1:17, Jer 7:6–7, Jer 22:3, Ez 
22:7, Zec 7:10, and Mal 3:5) on the 
subject of widows and orphans. 
How are they alike? How are they 
different?

The most unusual law code of the 
three, of course, is the Levitical Code. 
This code covers mainly priestly laws 
and traditions—for example, what 
the priests should wear, what the high 
priest is to do, how the tabernacle is to 
be built and maintained, and how sacri-
fices are to be classified and performed. 
The Book of Leviticus also includes 
laws dealing with concerns about pu-
rity and maintaining a sense of “being 
clean” which applied to the entire com-
munity. Purity laws are very interest-
ing, although they may seem, again, a 
bit unusual for those outside the mod-
ern traditions who still practice forms 
of purity laws (both Orthodox and Con-
servative Judaism and Islam practice 
forms of purity laws, but most forms 
of Christianity do not). Highlighted 
below are three areas of laws from the 

Levitical Code that are of most interest 
to modern Christians: laws of sacrifice, 
purity, and Jubilee.

Laws of Sacrifice 
(leviticus 1–6:7)
The ancient Hebrews made many dif-
ferent kinds of sacrifices, depending on 
the reasons for the sacrifice. For exam-
ple, there were whole offerings, that is, 
“wholly burned” sacrifices in which an 
entire animal except its hide was con-
sumed in fire on the altar. Its purpose 
was to give glory and praise to God. 
There were cereal offerings, consisting 
of grains, such as barley. Also, there 
were peace offerings in which the meat 
of the sacrificed animal was partially 
eaten by priests and those who offered 
the sacrifice. Also, in some temples of 
other ancient peoples, and perhaps also 
in the Hebrew Temple, some of the left-
over meat not consumed by the priests 
was actually sold. Thus, ancient tem-
ples often doubled as the local butcher 
shop.

Jubilee
Every seventh sabbati-
cal year (every forty-ninth 
year). In a year of Jubilee, 
all debts were to be for-
given, and land that had 
been sold to pay a debt 
was to be returned to the 
original family. In this way, 
the wealth of the entire 
community was to be re-
distributed among the 
poor, preventing unrelieved 
poverty and large gaps be-
tween the rich and poor.
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There is debate, however, about what the sacrific-
es mentioned in Leviticus were actually intended to 
accomplish. One explanation is that the person who 
brought a sacrifice offered the animal as a replacement 
for himself—he identified with the sacrificial victim, 
and thus expressed his repentance. Another interpreta-
tion is that the sacrifice was intended to remove the sin 
from the holy Temple and its altar.

In other words, the Hebrews believed that two 
things happened when people sinned. First, they were 
guilty themselves, and must be forgiven. This person-
al guilt was taken care of by the act of bringing the an-
imals to the priests at the Temple. The gift represented 
repentance and sorrow, and served as the symbolic act 
of asking God for forgiveness. The acts of sacrific-
ing the animals and sprinkling their blood on the altar 
took care of the second issue—the “pollution” of the 
Temple itself from the sins of the people. The actual 
killing of the animals, and then the handling of blood, 
therefore, seemed to be a kind of religious “cleansing 
agent” used mainly for the purification of the Temple, 
and not for “forgiving” the person who offered the 
animal.

Clearly, coming to an understanding of what was 
intended in the sacrificial system has interesting impli-
cations for our Christian understanding of the Death 
of Jesus—since it is often compared to the sacrifices 
made by the ancient Hebrews.

Reflect
Describe a way that your personal sin can affect 
the entire community.

Purity laws (leviticus 11)
One of the most interesting chapters of the “purity 
laws” in Leviticus is the section dealing with laws 
of clean and unclean animals. Consider Leviticus 11. 
The first section of the chapter is rather neatly divided 

into “classes” of animals—some of which are used for 
food:
• Leviticus 11:2–8—land animals
• Leviticus 11:9–12—sea animals (fish)
• Leviticus 11:13–19—air animals (birds)
• Leviticus 11:20–23—winged insects

It has often been suggested that these “food laws” 
are based on some primitive form of hygiene; that is, 
the laws were given to protect the people from foods 
that are frequently dangerous (especially in an era 
before bacterial infection was understood), such as 
shellfish (which are easily infected), or pork (which 
contains parasites if not properly cooked).

The explanation that these laws are based mainly 
on hygiene does not explain all of Leviticus 11, nor 
many other purity regulations in the rest of Leviticus. 
Another suggestion was that purity laws, and laws that 
reflect a fear of contamination from various things, 
represented the Israelites’ social fears of contamina-
tion from the “outside.” The point is strengthened 
because many of the purity laws in Leviticus were par-
ticularly significant during the exilic period, after the 
destruction of Jerusalem in 587 BC. In other words, 
the purity laws reflected a minority society concerned 
about threats of assimilation with foreign cultures. 
This would parallel concerns about mixed marriages, 
for example, which one biblical priest called “pollu-
tion” (Ezr 9).

“Clean” animals in this theory are animals that 
stay in their categories, rather than violate “borders” 
between certain traits (e.g., fish that do not have both 
scales and fins, like shellfish or amphibians) or ani-
mals that do not chew cud and have cloven hoofs (like 
camels and pigs). Purity laws that reflected concerns 
of animals staying in their categories could be carried 
over to encourage people to stay in their categories in 
a multireligious society like the Babylonian, Persian, 
and Hellenistic Empires which ruled over the Hebrew 
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people. In short, “purity” can be one way of ensuring 
that people maintain a unique identity.

laws of Jubilee (leviticus 25)
The laws of Jubilee are the last of the Levitical laws 
highlighted here. The name Jubilee comes from the 
Hebrew name for “horn” as the beginning of each year 
was proclaimed by the blast of a horn. According to 
the laws of Jubilee, after forty-nine years each man 
was free to return to his own homeland.

How did this understanding of a Jubilee Year de-
velop? The priests were obviously fascinated with 
the number seven. There are seven days to the week, 
and every seventh year was proclaimed a “sabbati-
cal year.” This is when all the slaves (i.e., inden-
tured servants) were released from their debts, and 
various parcels of land were allowed to “rest,” along 
with farm animals. But the most impressive of these 
cycles of seven was the seventh sabbatical year—
a kind of “super sabbatical” that was called the 
“Jubilee Year.”

During the Jubilee Year, all the tribal land that 
had been leased, lost to debt, or bought up by un-
scrupulous landlords (e.g., Is 5:8) was to be returned 
to the original tribal families. It was to be one mas-
sive redistribution of land! It was similar to the 
prophet Ezekiel’s plan to equally redistribute land, 
which was probably a version of the Jubilee distri-
bution (Ez 45).

The laws of Jubilee show a radical concern for 
social justice. They also reflect a concern not only 
to deal with fair distribution of resources once, but 
also to revisit the issue of fair distribution on a regu-
lar basis. While we have little evidence that the laws 
of Jubilee were ever actually practiced on a regular 
basis, they at least offer a laudable ambition on the 
part of the Hebrew priests to reorient a society on the 
basis of a socially and economically just distribution.

Before addressing the books of the Old Tes-
tament that describe the Israelites’ return to the 

Promised Land—especially Joshua, Judges, and 
Ruth—it is also worth considering the Book of 
Numbers at this point in the study. It gets its name 
from the many lists it contains—lists of tribes, lead-
ers, march formations, offerings, and two censuses 
as the Israelites approached the Promised Land after 
Mount Sinai—and hence, parallels the reception and 
practice of the Mosaic Law. We can apply the truth 
taught in the Book of Numbers to our own lives: We 
may sin; we may misuse and even fear our freedom; 
we may doubt God’s presence with us; our sins may 
deserve punishment. However, the Book of Num-
bers teaches that God is faithful to us throughout our 
earthly journey.
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 Review
1. Explain why the focus of biblical laws was on 

restorative justice, not punitive justice.

2. How do the Covenant Code, Deuteronomic 
Code, and Levitical Code differ?

3. What are two things that Hebrew people be-
lieved would happen when people sinned?

4. Where does the Book of Numbers get its 
name?

Reflect
What does the Israelites’ practice of the Jubilee 
Year teach you about justice and fairness?

Research and Report
Do a careful reading of the two creation accounts in the Book of Genesis. Answer the questions re-
lated to each story and recreate them in a chart like the one below:

Priestly account  
(Gn 1:1–2:4a)

yahwist account  
(Gn 2:4b–25)

What name does the author give 
the Creator?

From what does God make the 
world? (Gn 1:2) (Gn 2:5–7)

List the order of creation.

Day:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Describe the creation of 
humanity. (Gn 1:27) (Gn 2:7, 21–22)

What are humans to do? (Gn 1:26–30) (Gn 2:15–20)

The Hebrew word ruah means 
spirit, breath, wind. How is it 
used in each story? (Gn 1:2) (Gn 2:7)

What is the relationship between 
man and woman in each story? (Gn 1:27) (Gn 2:18–25)
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“Here, then, I have today set before you 
life and prosperity, death and doom. If you 
obey the commandments of the Lord, your 
God, which I enjoin on you today, loving 
him, and walking in his ways, and keeping 
his commandments, statutes and decrees, 
you will live and grow numerous, and the 
Lord, your God, will bless you in the land 
you are entering to occupy. . . . I have set 
before you life and death, the blessing and 
the curse. Choose life, then, that you and 
your descendants may live by loving the 
Lord, your God, heeding his voice, and hold-
ing fast to him.”

Lord, help us to live in your promise of love 
and compassion and keep your ways.
Though we do not deserve your abundant 
graces, we thank you daily for the gift of 
our lives in you.
In the name of your Son, and through the 
Holy Spirit.
Amen.

SCRIPTuRE PRayER (from Deuteronomy 30:15–16; 19–20)
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Charting the Course of God’s People
The Book of Deuteronomy, the final book of the Torah, provides a 
historical transition to the Books of Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samu-
el, and 1 and 2 Kings.

Joshua and the Era of Judges: The Rise of 
ancient Israel
The Books of Joshua and Judges cover the time before the monar-
chy of Israel and offer two different accounts of how the Chosen 
People conquered the Promised Land.

Exploits of the Judges
The function of the judges—“temporary military leaders”—also 
included settling political disputes and continually reminding the 
people to turn back to God.

Israel at Home in Palestine
Palestine became the homeland for the people of Israel, and Israelite 
social formation began to emerge at the Iron Age (1200–1000 BC).
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Charting the Course of 
God’s People
The books of the Pentateuch in total remind us of 
God’s love and the covenant he made with the Isra-
elites. God completed this covenant with us through 
Jesus. We, like Israel, are undeserving of God’s love. 
We, like Israel, have experienced an exodus—a rescue 
from sin and death by Jesus’ Passion, Death, and Res-
urrection. And we, like Israel, are still on our journey 
to the Promised Land of Salvation. The Lord has pro-
vided food for the journey—the Eucharist—and given 
us a glimpse of what is in store for us.

The final book of the Torah, the Book of Deuter-
onomy, famously concludes with the Chosen People 
still wandering in the wilderness. We are not present-
ed with the traditions of the conquest of the “Prom-
ised Land” until we begin the sequence of books that 
lead to more detailed coverage of the progression of 
Israel’s history beginning with the Books of Joshua, 
Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings. There are 
similarities between the Book of Deuteronomy and 
these next six books.

“Deuteronomy” means “second law,” though it ac-
tually does not contain a new law; rather it completes 
and offers explanation for the Mosaic Law founded 
at Mount Sinai. The historical events of the book are 
situated in the plains of Moab between the Chosen 
People’s wanderings in the desert and the crossing of 
the Jordan River into the Promised Land, actually a 
period of no more than forty days.

The structure of the Book of Deuteronomy resem-
bles that of the Book of Exodus. Note the following 
similarities:

Exodus deuteronomy
From Egypt to Sinai (Ex 
1–18)

From Sinai to Moab (Dt 
1–4:43)

Covenant and Ten 
Commandments (Ex 
19–20:21)

Covenant and Ten Com-
mandments (Dt 4:44–5:22)

Concluding Ceremony 
(Ex 24)

Concluding Ceremony (Dt 
27–28) 

Apostasy of Aaron, In-
tercession of Moses, 
Renewal of Alliances 
(Ex 32–34) 

Apostasy of Aaron, Interces-
sion of Moses, Tablets Re-
written (Dt 9:7–10:5) 

The Book of Deuteronomy was written centuries 
after the Israelites had inhabited the Promised Land. 
At the time of the life of Christ, the Book of Deuter-
onomy and the Book of Psalms each had a significant 
religious influence for Jews. Jesus quoted the Book of 
Deuteronomy during the temptations he faced in the 
desert (see Matthew 4) and in explaining to the lawyer 
which commandment was the first and greatest (see 
Matthew 22:35–39).

While grouped with the Torah, the Book of Deu-
teronomy also shares literary and religious themes 
with the six historical books that follow it in the Old 
Testament canon. (One theory suggests that these six 
books are actually six parts of one long work in the 
same way that the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the 
Apostles from the New Testament were originally 
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part of one written volume, though this remains only 
speculation.)

Common Phrases
There are some phrases from the Book of Deuterono-
my that are repeated in the other six historical books. 
Consider this literary comparison by looking at the the 
classic phrase from Deuteronomy about loving or fol-
lowing God with all your “heart and soul,” which Je-
sus quotes as the greatest commandment:

Therefore, you shall love the Lord, your God, 
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 
with all your strength. (Dt 6:5)

Though the phrase is never found in any other 
book of the Torah, it is heavily used throughout the 
Book of Deuteronomy—for example, 4:29, 10:12, 
11:13, 11:18, 13:4, 26:16, 30:2, 6, 10. The phrase turns 
up again in several places outside the Book of Deuter-
onomy. For example,

In the Book of Joshua:

But be very careful to observe the precept and 
law which Moses, the servant of the Lord, en-
joined upon you: love the Lord, your God; fol-
low him faithfully; keep his commandments; 
remain loyal to him; and serve him with your 
whole heart and soul.” (Jos 22:5)

In 1 Kings:

. . . and the Lord may fulfill the promise he 
made on my behalf when he said, “If your sons 
so conduct themselves that they remain faith-
ful to me with their whole heart and with their 
whole soul, you shall always have someone of 
your line on the throne of Israel.” (1 Kgs 2:4)

The phrase is also used in 1 Kings 8:48 and in 2 Kings 
23:3 and 23:25. From these examples it is possible 

that the history books seemed to have borrowed lan-
guage, style, and even moral themes from the Book of 
Deuteronomy.

Some Common Religious 
Themes
There are several religious or theological themes that 
the Book of Deuteronomy and the other historical 
books have in common—such as the central impor-
tance of the city of Jerusalem, especially the Jerusa-
lem Temple.

In Deuteronomy, there are three regulations that 
are found only there:
• The Temple is the only acceptable location for 

sacrifice on the face of the earth;
• astrology, the worship of stars, is forbidden; and
• celebrating Passover is legally required among 

all the Israelites.
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These three regulations in Deuteronomy do not 
appear in the older collections of the Law (in Exodus 
or in the older parts of Leviticus). Furthermore, they 
are not actually put into practice until the time of King 
Josiah (640–609 BC), a very late king of Judah (2 Kgs 
22–24). It is King Josiah who actually legislates these 
regulations among the Israelite people. He allows 
sacrifice only in Jerusalem at the famous Temple. He 
forbids star worship and he states that the Passover 
celebration is to take place each year.

It is reported in 2 Kings 22:8 that the high priest in 
King Josiah’s reign “found the book of the law in the 
temple of the Lord.” If it is not until 2 Kings 22–24 
that we actually have an Israelite king who enacts the 
unique laws of Deuteronomy (laws not found in the 
Books of Exodus or Leviticus), then it seems likely 
that the book found in the Temple during Josiah’s 
reign was the Book of Deuteronomy—the only part of 
the Law of Moses that specifically requires the same 
laws that Josiah passed. This also helps to date the 
composition of the Book of Deuteronomy as an addi-
tion to the Torah very late in history. How so? Think 
of it this way: If you are reading an American history 
book that claims to be comprehensive, and you do not 
know when that book was published, how might 
you decide roughly when the book was written? 
You would probably look at the last event de-
scribed in the work. If the last event described 
in the book occurred when President George W. 
Bush was in office, you would likely conclude that 
the book was published during or shortly after the 
year 2008, when President Bush left office.

The last event described at the end of 2 Kings is 
the beginning of the Babylonian exile. Thus using this 
evidence it seems that this long historical sequence 
of books (which begins with Joshua and ends with 
2 Kings) must have been written sometime after 587 
BC.

To summarize:
• The Book of Deuteronomy was “found” during 

the reign of King Josiah (2 Kgs 2:26).
• Josiah reigned from 640 to 609 BC.
• The sequence of the six historical books begin-

ning with Joshua was written after 587 BC.

The theology of the Book of Deuteronomy cen-
ters on God’s love of Israel and unhappiness with the 
people for worshipping false gods and not responding 
wholeheartedly to his love. The book also teaches that 
discipline is a sign of God’s love, and it exhorts Israel 
to make a choice between the way of obedience to 
God and the Law (life) and the way of disobedience 
(death). The Book of Deuteronomy reminds us that 
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we, like Israel, travel as a people. We journey not by 
ourselves but in community with others. We must look 
out for our fellow pilgrims along the way, especially 
those who are helpless, poor, and hurting. If we ignore 
them, we show ingratitude to a God who loves us and 
saves us.

As we pick up the story of God’s People from 
where the Book of Exodus left off—the Israelites’ for-
ay into Palestine—it is important to keep two things 
in mind. First, it is likely that all of the records of this 
experience were finally written during the same his-
torical period. And second, they were probably written 
many years after the incidents they describe actually 
occurred. The next sections sketch some of this his-
tory of God’s People from these books of the Bible.

 Review
1. How is the Book of Deuteronomy patterned 

after the Book of Exodus?

2. What does the Book of Deuteronomy have in 
common with the next six historical books 
of the Bible, from literary and religious 
perspectives?

3. What evidence is there that the Book of 
Deuteronomy was written later in history than 
the other books of the Torah?

Reflect
What are three steps you might 
take in order to trace your own 
family’s history?

Joshua and the Era of 
Judges: The Rise of  
ancient Israel
The setting and time frame for the Books of Joshua 
and Judges is from the death of Moses to the begin-
ning of the monarchy, roughly from 1250 to 1010 BC. 
They describe the Israelites’ move into the settlement 
of the Promised Land and their relationship to various 
Canaanite tribes living there. As mentioned, the theo-
logical concerns are the same as those found in the 
Book of Deuteronomy.

These books give two different accounts of how 
the Chosen People conquered the Promised Land. The 
Book of Joshua gives the impression that the conquest 
was swift and sure. Composed several centuries af-
ter the conquest, Joshua gives an idealized picture in 
order to convey its major theological theme: YHWH 
fought for Israel; Israel did not act on its own— 
without the Lord’s help, the miracle of settling in the 
“land flowing with milk and honey” (Jos 5:6) would 
have never taken place.

The Book of Judges, on the other hand, reports 
a series of bitter struggles against the Canaanites and 
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other peoples, contests that spanned a period of around 
two hundred years.

Was it, in fact, a military invasion that drove out 
or killed most of the people who were in that land be-
fore? Was it a slow immigration of people into the 
land, living with other cultures and races while occa-
sionally engaging them in arguments and small wars? 
Or, was it something else entirely different that helped 
the Israelites settle the Promised Land? These ques-
tions make up an interesting part of biblical study of 
that era.

Conquest of the Land:  
Immigration or Revolution?
Before discussing any of the details of the “conquest,” 
as described in the Book of Joshua, it is important to 
place these events in larger context. In fact, the twelfth 
century BC was an incredibly turbulent time through 
the entire region from Greece to Egypt, and even into 
parts of Syria and Mesopotamia. There was evidence 
of widespread destruction that included the abandon-
ment of living areas, economic collapse, and the ap-
pearance of new power structures and new population 
groupings. What caused such turbulence? Was it the 
sudden invasion of peoples from the north? Was it the 
sudden change of weather patterns that forced massive 
migrations? Was it, rather, the collapse of old regimes 
whose economic structures simply gave out under the 
strains of social change? There is so little actual infor-
mation that historians can only venture opinions.

What is clear, however, is that the appearance of 
ancient Israel as a nation in a particular region on the 
coast of Palestine was only a small part of this gen-
eral turbulence throughout the area. Could this explain 
why, for example, the area of Palestine was open for 
development into unique socio-political formations, 
including the Philistines and, eventually, another ri-
val group called “Israel”? Did these smaller political 
groups form because the former great powers of the 

Hittites (north into what is modern Turkey) and the 
Egyptians were both in decline in the twelfth century 
BC?

In fact, the earliest reference to the word “Isra-
el” comes from an Egyptian inscription by Pharaoh 
Merneptah (1213–1203), who brags about a military 
campaign that he conducted throughout the region of 
Palestine, north of Egypt. The military expedition it-
self is more evidence of turbulence of the period. In 
this famous written record, called “The Merneptah 
Stele,” the Pharaoh’s scribes record the Pharaoh brag-
ging that he conquered all kinds of people in this area, 
including his boast that “Israel is laid waste, and his 
seed is not. . . .” It is the earliest reference to Israel 
outside of the Bible, and is an important source for 
dating the formation of Israel, because it tells us that 
there was, in fact, a people in Canaan called “Israel” 
by around 1208 BC. Allowing for some time for the 
conclusion of the “wilderness wandering,” it is be-
lieved that that the majority of the Israelites settled 
in Canaan by the mid-thirteenth century BC. But the 
more intriguing question is “How was early Israel 
formed?” The answers again center on whether Israel 
was formed by conquest or by gradual settlement of 
the Promised Land.

Reflect
Prior to reading the section above, which image 
of Israel’s settlement of the Promised Land did 
you have: by conquest or by gradual settlement?

Formation by Conquest: The 
Story in the Book of Joshua
The Book of Joshua famously describes a series of 
battles that resulted in the formation of the people of 
Israel. After the death of Moses, Joshua becomes a 
type of general and leads the initial conflicts in the 
land. The description of the siege of Jericho (Jos 5:13–
6:27) is well known, especially as a popular subject 
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for children’s books and songs. The very lengthy de-
scription of this battle at the beginning of the Book of 
Joshua alerts us to the fact that it was considered im-
portant as the opening battle for the land. (The entire 
record of the conquest battles is told in the first twelve 
chapters of Joshua, nearly half of which is devoted to 
the battle of Jericho alone.) According to Scripture, 
Jericho was conquered by means of a miracle of God, 
and the people only participated in the “cleanup opera-
tion” that followed the actual fall of the city. Chapters 
12 to 21 of the Book of Joshua mainly explain how the 
land was divided among Israel’s tribes, though “a very 
large part of the land still remains to be conquered” 
(Jos 12:1).

The descriptions of the battles in the Book of Josh-
ua are interesting and include various kinds of writing. 
Some battles are described very briefly, while other de-
scriptions not only are more detailed, but also include 
descriptions of strange tactics, such as the circling of 
Jericho seven times, and lifting torches and blowing 

horns (Jos 6:15–21). The first series of descriptions of 
battles is summarized at the end of Joshua 11:

Thus Joshua captured the whole country, just 
as the Lord had foretold to Moses. Joshua 
gave it to Israel as their heritage, apportion-
ing it among the tribes. And the land enjoyed 
peace. (Jos 11:23)

Even after Joshua 11, more battles are described 
as the land is distributed among the traditional twelve 
tribes. But a revealing and climactic speech by Joshua 
near the end of the book offers clues that the Promised 
Land was not settled—at least completely—by force. 
It begins as if God is addressing the people through 
Joshua, and then quotes Joshua directly addressing the 
people:

I gave you a land which you had not tilled and 
cities which you had not built, to dwell in; 
you have eaten of vineyards and olive groves 
which you did not plant.

Now, therefore, fear the Lord and serve 
him faithfully and sincerely. Cast out the gods 
your fathers served beyond the River and in 
Egypt, and serve the Lord. If it does not please 
you to serve the Lord, decide today whom 
you will serve, the gods your fathers served 
beyond the River or the gods of the Amorites 
in whose country you are dwelling. As for me 
and my household, we will serve the Lord.  
(Jos 24:13–15)

There is something unusual about this speech. 
Who are these peoples who would have worshiped the 
gods “beyond the River” (read: Mesopotamia), or “the 
gods of Egypt,” or “the gods of the Amorites” (local 
tribal peoples)? If Joshua were in fact addressing only 
Israelites who left Egypt with Moses, then this was 
a strange way to do so. It sounds, rather, that Josh-
ua’s audience was a mixed group from many different 
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backgrounds and traditions who have joined together 
to form Israel: some were from Egypt, some local, and 
some were even from Mesopotamian background.

Joshua’s speech to the diverse audience supports 
the idea that the Promised Land was gradually as-
similated by the Israelites and is more in line with the 
events described in the Book of Judges that follows. 
Judges describes a land that is filled with all kinds of 
people—not just Israelite tribal groups. If they were 
really all conquered and driven out in the Book of 
Joshua, where did all these people of other races and 
cultures come from in the Book of Judges immediate-
ly following the Book of Joshua and seemingly con-
tinuing the same story? Could Judges be describing a 
different kind of story?

Also, the Book of Joshua names some cities as 
conquered in Joshua’s time that do not quite fit the his-
torical record in other parts of the Bible. For example, 
Joshua 10 describes battles that included conquering 
Jerusalem. Yet Joshua 15:63 reports that the Israelites 
could not drive the Jebusites from Jerusalem so they 
allowed them to stay. Later, when David conquers Je-
rusalem in 2 Samuel 5:6, the Jebusites not only are in 
full control, but also clearly don’t believe that David 
is able to conquer them! So, the textual descriptions 
of the various battles in Joshua seem, at times, to be 
difficult to reconcile with other parts of the historical 
books of the Bible.

Archaeological questions are raised as well. Per-
haps the most famous battle described in the Book of 
Joshua is the famous conquest of Jericho (Jos 6). But 
important archaeological work at the site of ancient 
Jericho (Tel el-Sultan in the West Bank today) reveals 
a striking historical problem—the city of Jericho was 
not an occupied site when the invasion is likely to 
have taken place. Also, Ai, another conquered city de-
scribed in the Book of Joshua (Jos 8:1–29) appears 
not even to have existed yet by the time Joshua and 
his people would have been in the area. Certainly, in 

looking for answers to these questions, the Book of 
Judges reveals a different picture of the settlement 
of the Israelites in Canaan from those in the Book of 
Joshua.

Reflect
What experience do you have in moving to a new 
place? What are some ways you felt welcomed in 
a new area (or welcome another who was new to 
your area)?

Settlement Perspective from 
the Book of Judges
The Book of Judges includes an element of peaceful 
settlement of the land, in contrast with the more ex-
clusive use of military campaigns detailed in Joshua. 
The following differences can be found in the two 
accounts:
• The Book of Joshua finishes with the end of the 

conquest before settlement takes place (Jos 23 
ff.). But the Book of Judges suggests that some 
settlement preceded the battles of conquest.

• An encounter with Jabin, king of Hazor, is de-
scribed in Joshua 11:1–11, where it is finally said 
that Hazor was “burned with fire.” But in Judges 
4:1–5:31, Jabin is mentioned again, Hazor is still 
in existence, and the city is being fought over 
once more. It is unclear why the battle is men-
tioned in both books. Judges may simply be a 
second, more detailed version of the same battle. 
Or it may be that the two books have two differ-
ent accounts of what happened.

• Joshua describes a complete campaign of con-
quest: “And so the Lord gave Israel all the land 
he had sworn to their fathers he would give them. 
Once they had conquered and occupied it, the 
Lord gave them peace on every side, just as he 
had promised their fathers” (Jos 21:43–44). The 
Book of Judges suggests a much more mixed 
population of peoples throughout the land, with 
various pagan peoples existing alongside the Isra-
elites “to this very day.”
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• There are even differences within the Book of 
Judges. In Judges 4, two tribes engage in the 
battle of Kishon. In Judges 5, the text says that 
six tribes were involved.

What is clear is that the Books of Joshua and 
Judges both contain accounts of battles, biographies 
of soldiers, and details of the conquest of the land of 
Palestine (particularly the settlement of the twelve 
tribes). Both books describe God as being actively in-
volved in the military campaigns, although often in 
highly unconventional battles. When the Israelites are 
faithful to God and to the covenant, he rewards them 
with victory. More information on this “literature and 
theology of warfare” is detailed in the next section.

Israelite Warfare Traditions
War was most certainly a major part of the experience 
of the Hebrew people. Recall that Palestine was in the 
middle of the main roads that linked Egypt with Mes-
opotamia. Israel was very familiar with the armies of 
each civilization, as they marched through Palestine 
on their way to engage each other. In short, given the 
location of Palestine, it seems hardly surprising that 
war is a major subject of the Old Testament.

But location alone does not account for all the 
warfare described in the Old Testament. The early Is-
raelites were involved in many conflicts with ancient 
societies that had gods of war. These people believed 
that their gods went to war with their armies to help 
in the conflict. Consider the carving of the Assyr-
ian monarch Assurbanipal. Flying over the head 
of the mighty Assyrian ruler is an image of the 
god, Assur, the national god of the empire, with 
his bow drawn. This carving illustrates the be-
lief that the gods fought with the armies of the 
ancient world. The Israelites had a rather differ-
ent notion about the connection of YHWH with 
warfare. Recall how Moses reassured the people as 
they prepared to cross the Red Sea:

Fear not! Stand your ground, and you will see 
the victory the Lord will win for you today. 
These Egyptians whom you see today you 
will never see again. The Lord himself will 
fight for you; you have only to keep still. (Ex 
14:13–14)

The unique idea in this passage is that the Lord 
will actually fight for Israel, not merely with Israel’s 
warriors. The idea of warfare in earliest Israel was 
very unusual. It was fought miraculously by God 
alone, with minimal involvement of the people and 
sometimes, as with the case with the Egyptian defeat 
in the Red Sea, no involvement at all!

In Judges 7, this idea is illustrated again in a very 
powerful (and somewhat humorous) way. The judge 
Gideon thinks that he needs a huge army to defeat the 
Midianites. He starts with nearly 30,000 soldiers. But 
God tells him to reduce his armies. In the end, Gideon 
is told to go to war against the Midianites with an army 
composed of just three hundred men carrying horns in 
one hand and jars and torches in the other (Jgs 7:20). 
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They don’t have a hand free to draw a sword or any 
other weapon! The point of this unusual story for the 
Israelites was that wars were won through the power 
of God, not men.

Also interesting to note are all the exemptions list-
ed in Deuteronomy 20, allowing men to avoid fighting 
in a war. A man who had just planted a garden, built 
a house, or become engaged to marry was to refrain 
from fighting. Also, those who were afraid were sup-
posed to go home (Ex 20:8–9). The reason the exemp-
tions are so liberal is again to show that it is only God’s 
power that matters in war. As Moses told the soldiers:

Hear, O Israel! Today you are going into battle 
against your enemies. Be not weak-hearted or 
afraid; be neither alarmed nor frightened by 
them. For it is the Lord, your God, who goes 
with you to fight for you against your enemies 
and give you victory. (Dt 20:3–4)

This practice of God fighting miraculously alone 
for Israel did not continue. Why not? The reason is 
explained in 1 Samuel 7–8, when Israel chose a hu-
man king.

In 1 Samuel 8, the people ask for a king, and Sam-
uel the prophet is disappointed. God is also disap-
pointed, so it seems, because he tells Samuel, “They 
are rejecting me as their king” (1 Sm 8:7). This pas-
sage infers that God is King! An ancient king was 
mainly a warrior. By rejecting God as their warrior 
and king, that meant the Israelites no longer trusted 
God to protect them by means of miracles. To make 
matters worse, the rejection of God as king and the 
request to “be like the other nations” (1 Sm 8:5) oc-
cur right after 1 Samuel 7, which tells of yet another 
miraculous deliverance of the Israelites from the Phi-
listines by God. The request for a king in chapter 8 is 
doubly ungrateful, given what just happened.

Another intriguing point from 1 Samuel 8 is all the 
things that the people will have to face when they get 

a human king instead of honoring God as their king—
mainly taxation and the military draft. The theological 
point is clear: in the past, the Israelites trusted God 
for deliverance from enemies. Now they want to do it 
themselves. God tells the Israelites that they will suf-
fer all the financial and social strains of maintaining a 
military just as the other nations do (1 Sm 8:10–18).

From this time on, the warfare of the Israelites be-
comes much more conventional in focus. There are 
only occasional reminders of the days of Miraculous 
Warfare—typically associated with prophets, espe-
cially Elijah and Elisha (2 Kgs 6).

In summary, there is a major change in the practice 
of warfare in ancient Israel—from the early period of 
God fighting miraculously for his people to the later 
period, during the monarchy, of conventional warfare. 
There is an impression that some of the authors treated 
that earlier period as a kind of “golden age” when Is-
rael trusted God more deeply and God responded with 
miraculous protection. Perhaps the story of the fall of 
Jericho reflects this same tendency to describe events 
as if they were “better then because of our greater trust 
in God.” Whatever the case, the Old Testament authors 
associated conventional warfare with a time when the 
Israelites rejected God and failed to remember the uni-
versal lesson of Scripture, “that the solicitude of di-
vine providence is concrete and immediate; God cares 
for all, from the least things to the great events of the 
world and its history” (CCC, 303).

 Review
1. How was the first written reference of the 

word “Israel” recorded?

2. How does Joshua’s speech in Joshua 24 sup-
port the idea that the Promised Land was 
gradually assimilated by Israel?

3. How do the accounts of the Chosen People’s 
settlement of the Promised Land differ in the 
Books of Joshua and Judges?
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4. In the battles described both in 
the Books of Joshua and Judges, 
what happens to the Israelites 
when they are faithful to God?

5. How does the location of 
Palestine contribute to the oc-
currence of warfare described in 
the Old Testament?

6. How did the Israelites’ under-
standing of YHWH’s connection 
with war differ from how other 
societies understood their dei-
ties’ participation in war?

7. Name an example of how God 
fought miraculously for his 
people.

8. Why didn’t the practice of God 
fighting miraculously for his 
people continue?

Reflect
When you imagine a “golden age” 
for your own life, is it from the 
past, present, or the future? Ex-
plain.

Exploits of the 
Judges
The Hebrew word shofet was tradi-
tionally translated by the English word 
“judge,” although the actual meaning 
of a “shofet” may be closer to “tem-
porary military leader.” The function 
of the judges as described in the Book 
of Judges included other responsibili-
ties besides military leadership. For 
example, judges also settled political 
disputes within their own tribe and be-
tween tribes and continually reminded 
the people to turn to God.

The judges filled the gap in lead-
ership between the time of Joshua (ca. 
1200 BC) and the beginning of the 
monarchy (ca. 1010 BC). The judges 
were leaders who were spiritu-
ally selected by God to lead 
the tribal peoples—though 
they rarely led all of the 
tribes at the same time. 
Three of the most 
well-known judges 
are the following:
• Deborah, a 

woman who suc-
cessfully called a 
war in which Israel 
was victorious, and 
is heralded in the fa-
mous “Song of Deborah” 
(Judges 5);

• Gideon, a man who had serious 
doubts about God’s ability to lead 
his people; and

• Samson, who was considered 
wise, yet allowed his love for the 

judge
 In ancient Israel, one who 
acted as a temporary mili-
tary leader, as well as ar-
biter of disputes within 
and between tribes. Judges 
were also expected to re-
mind the people of their 
responsibility to God.
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wrong woman (a Philistine woman named Deli-
lah) to lead him to foolish decisions.

While it is difficult to place dates on the exact time 
of the judges, a major theme of the judge stories seems to 
be that there was a time when the Israelites were led by 
God. Whenever God needed assistance, he would spiri-
tually “deputize” a judge for a brief period. Also, when 
any of these judges was asked to be “king,” he or she 
very dutifully reminded the people that YHWH alone 
was their king. The concluding chapters of the Book of 
Judges note some of the disintegration of the unity within 
and among the tribes of Israel, leading to the call for a 
new form of leadership. The final verse of Judges ex-
presses this: “In those days there was no king in Israel; 
everyone did what he thought best” (Jgs 21:25).

The following sections briefly detail the stories of 
the three most famous judges.

Deborah (Judges 4–5)
Deborah is called both a prophetess and a judge. Her 
story is a second version of the defeat of the king of 
Hazor.

After another incident of Israel offending YHWH, 
the Israelites found themselves under the reign of the 
Canaanite Jabin, who reigned in Hazor. The general of 
his army was Sisera. Deborah summoned the Israelite 
general Barak and asked him to march on the troops 
of Sisera. Barak responded to Deborah, “If you 
come with me I will go; if you do not come 
with me, I will not go” (Jgs 4:8). Deborah con-
sented and also pointed out that God would 
eventually have Sisera fall under the power of 
a woman.

The fall occurred when Sisera was retreat-
ing from Barak’s forces. When he sought to 
hide in the tent of a friend’s wife, Jael, he ex-
pected her to help him avoid capture. Instead, 
she murdered him while he was asleep, driving 
a peg through his temple down into the ground. 

Sisera’s cowardice in deserting his army and hiding 
behind a woman was seen as even worse than Jael’s 
disregard for the customs of hospitality, which would 
ordinarily prohibit the murder of a guest.

The story is accompanied by a poem—the Canti-
cle of Deborah—in which Sisera’s fate is further ridi-
culed and Jael is redeemed:

Blessed among women be Jael,
 blessed among tent-dwelling women.
He asked for water, she gave him milk;
 in a princely bowl she offered curds.
With her left hand she reached for a peg,
 with her right, for the workman’s mallet.
She hammered Sisera, crushed his head;
 she smashed, stove in his temple. (Jgs 5:24–26)

The poem itself is considered to be among the oldest 
passages in the entire Bible, perhaps written before the 
time of the Israelite monarchy.

Gideon (Judges 6–8:35)
Following the time of Deborah, the Israelites again 
offended the Lord and faced the rule of the Midian-
ites. God raised a young man, Gideon, to lead the 
people as judge. Gideon protested to the Lord: “How 
can I save Israel? My family is the meanest [poorest] 
in Manasseh, and I am the most insignificant in my 
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father’s house” (Jgs 6:15). The Lord responded, “I 
shall be with you, and you will cut Midian down to 
the last man” (Jgs 6:16).

After Gideon led victory over the Midianites, the 
people wanted him to be king. He told them: “I will 
not rule over you, nor shall my son rule over you. The 
Lord must rule over you” (Jgs 8:23).

However, the story immediately reports that Gide-
on next asked the people for their gold taken as booty 
from the latest battle. From the gold, Gideon fash-
ioned an ephod, which was likely a golden idol. The 
story shows how easily even a leader of Israel could 
be swayed away from God. Later, God brought a curse 
on Gideon’s sons because of Gideon’s idolatry.

Samson (Judges 13–16)
Samson’s story begins with the legend of his birth, an-
nounced by an angel to his mother, who was thought 
to be barren. (Remember, birth stories occur in the 
Bible when the person is to play a significant role in 
the history of Israel.) The woman had her son take the 
Nazorite vow, described in Numbers 6:5, to set him-
self apart for the Lord and let his hair grow freely. The 
Lord said to her:

As for the son you will conceive and bear, no 
razor shall touch his head, for this boy is to be 
consecrated to God from the womb. It is he 
who will begin the deliverance of Israel from 
the power of the Philistines. (Jgs 13:5)

The legend about Samson was that his strength 
came from his long hair. Actually, his reliance on God 
was the source of his strength. Among his legendary 
feats were these:
• He killed a lion with his bare hands, tearing it “in 

pieces as one tears a kid (goat)” (Jgs 14:6).
• He fixed torches on the tails of three hundred 

foxes and set them loose in the grain fields of the 
Philistines (Jgs 15:5).

• He killed a thousand men with the “jawbone of 
an ass” (Jgs 15:15).

• He pushed on two columns of the temple of Dagon, 
killing himself along with “more than those he had 
killed during his lifetime” (Jgs 16:30).

Earlier, Samson’s fiancé betrayed him to the 
Philistines at their wedding feast and then married 
his best man. The men of Gaza laid an ambush for 
Samson while he was with a harlot in their city. And 
then there was Delilah. Samson’s weakness was his 
foolish love for Delilah. His infidelities caused the 
loss of his personal strength in the same way Israel’s 
infidelities to the Lord caused a loss of its indepen-
dence and power as a nation.

The Book of Judges provides more evidence of the 
need for Israel’s reliance on YHWH. When the Israel-
ites are faithful to the covenant, they are supported by 
the Lord. When they are not, they fall under the rule 
of oppressors. What the Book of Judges does not do, 
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however, is provide much additional de-
tail on the formation of Israel as a people 
and the development of their religious 
codes.

Reflect
What are some things that you do to 
help you to remember that God is 
the source of all of your strength?

The Book of Ruth
A glance at the table of contents of the 
Old Testament will show that the Book 
of Ruth comes immediately after the 
Book of Judges and just prior to 1 and 
2 Samuel. This placement was made in 
later Greek and Latin canons of the Bi-
ble, probably because the book contains 

a genealogy that connects Ruth, 
a Moabite woman, with the 

family of King David. The 
book was most likely 

written sometime after 
the Babylonian exile. 
But the book itself also 
claims to come from 

the time of the judges 
(Ru 1:1).

The story of Ruth 
involves a foreign wom-
an’s fidelity to the Jewish 

family of her widowed 
husband. Ruth follows her 

mother-in-law, Naomi, back to 
the land of Judah after the death 

of her husband, despite Naomi’s 
protests that she ought to return to 
her father’s house and be married 

again. Once back in Judah, Ruth is mar-
ried again, observing a law detailed in 
the Book of Leviticus that required 
her to marry her nearest male relative. 
This was a called a levirate marriage; 
it would allow her to bear a son who 
would be considered her first husband’s 
heir. This law was intended to keep 
property within the same clan or family 
by ensuring that there was an heir even 
if a man died before he had a son. By 
eventually marrying Boaz, her relative 
by marriage, Ruth was sealed by cove-
nant to the Israelite family, becoming an 
ancestor of King David (and of Jesus). 
Although Ruth was a foreigner, she ac-
cepted the God of her Jewish husband, 
and today is honored for her choice.

A lesson of the Book of Ruth is 
God’s loving concern for those who 
suffer in the midst of tragedy. It shows 
that good comes from family devotion 
and faithfulness. It also reveals how 
God’s plan of Salvation takes place in 
unexpected ways. Finally, Ruth sym-
bolizes God’s utter faithfulness and 
care for the Chosen People. Her fidel-
ity and devotion mirror God’s covenant 
love for his people.

 Review
1. What were the functions of the 

judges?

2. How did Deborah kill the enemy 
general Sisera?

3. How did Gideon fall prey to 
idolatry?

4. What was the real source of 
Samson’s strength?

levirate marriage
The marriage of a widow 
to a near relative of her 
deceased husband. The 
first male child of a levirate 
marriage would be consid-
ered the first legal son of 
the widow’s first husband.
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5. How did Ruth become an ancestor of King 
David (and Jesus)?

Israel at Home in 
Palestine
Returning to the larger question of how Palestine was 
settled by the Israelites, the answers to two related 
questions can help shed more light on the issue:
• Did most of the people who formed the twelve 

tribes of Israel come to Palestine from Egypt with 
Moses?

• Or, were most of these people native to the land, 
simply changing their religious and 
political identities upon the arrival of 
some returning slaves from Egypt?

From archaeological evidence it can 
be determined that the central hill coun-
try of Palestine suddenly grew in popula-
tion in the early Iron Age, that is, between 
1200 and 1000 BC. In previously uninhab-
ited land, where only about twenty-three 
villages once existed, archaeologists have 
identified some 114 new villages from that 
period. Furthermore, judging from the ma-
terial remains of many of these villages, 
their pottery styles are virtually the same as 
Canaanite cities on the coastal plains.

Everyone agrees that new villages suddenly ap-
peared in the hill country. But where did the people 
who formed these villages originate? Were they all 
former slaves from Egypt? Consider for a moment if 
they were not all former slaves from Egypt.

This position is supported by the Book of Judges, 
which seems to describe slow settlement among other 
peoples rather than the organized military campaign 
as described in the Book of Joshua. The stories of a 
slow settlement and the similar pottery and architec-
ture suggest that some of the new villages in the hill 

country were established by people who had never left 
Canaan and who had never been slaves in Egypt. In-
stead, they simply left the larger coastal towns and the 
Transjordan (land across the Jordan River from Pales-
tine) and settled in the new villages in the hills.

There are a number of reasons why people from 
the lowlands of Canaan might have relocated to the 
hillsides. There was general unrest throughout the An-
cient Near East in this time. Egyptian authority was 
weakened, and there were small warring city-states 
in the area that is now Syria and Lebanon. Perhaps 
the people wanted to escape the upheaval in the cities 
caused by invaders. Also, the groups of “sea peoples” 

(some of whom were the famous Philistines) arrived 
from what are today Greek territories, and their arrival 
may have pushed some of the peasants further into the 
hills to escape these new warriors.

There is some evidence to indicate that the Phi-
listines and other sea peoples may have come to Ca-
naan because of climatic changes that made their own 
homelands uninhabitable. Perhaps the radical cli-
mate changes and political pressures in these centu-
ries forced major population shifts, which might have 
caused many peoples to abandon the Canaanite cities 
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on the coast for an independent existence in the hills. 
After all, the Bible not only records conflict with the 
Philistines but also points out that they were fearsome 
warriors. Perhaps the many battles of the Books of 
Joshua and Judges were generally correct memories 
of conflict, retold much later in simplified and well-
ordered terms.

It is also possible that people left the Canaanite 
city-states because life there was oppressive—espe-
cially for the poor. Their movement may have been 
a revolutionary response to their poverty, a deliber-
ate escape to a place where land did not end up in the 
hands of the few wealthy landowners and kings of the 
Canaanite cities. The Law of Moses contrasts dramati-
cally with what we know about the older Canaanite 
religious views. Certainly the stories of the prophets 
emphasize a great contrast between the injustice and 
violence of the Canaanites and the more just and equal 
sharing of the Mosaic Law. This new society would 
have been appealing to people who were poor and 
oppressed.

According to the stories that fit more typically 
under the Book of Judges than the Book of Joshua, 
the settlement process was much slower than Joshua’s 
“lightning campaign” and likely took between 200 
and 300 years or longer. Certainly there may have 
been some violence in the lives of the Israelites (raid-
ing parties, trouble with Canaanite cities, conflict with 
the Philistines) as described in both Joshua and Judg-
es, but these battles may not have been part of a large 
organized conquest of one people by another. Instead, 
the formation of a people in the hillsides of Palestine 
may have been the result of a combination of the com-
mon interests of the arriving former slaves from Egypt 
and the rural peoples caught between the competing 
interests of major empires (Egypt and Mesopotamia) 
and affected by the lesser political ambitions of small-
er states and cities. Although almost all scholarship 
rejects the idea of a huge migration of former slaves 

from Egypt—certainly not 600,000 as the tradition-
al biblical number would have it—there is also little 
doubt that some Hebrew slaves came from Egypt and 
that Moses was most certainly a historical figure who 
led and taught them during their wilderness sojourn 
between Egypt and Palestine. With some people al-
ready living in Canaan (e.g., Rahab from Joshua 2–6), 
these groups organized into a coherent identity—the 
tribes of Israel.

The entire process resulting in the formation of a 
people of Israel settled in Palestine may not have been 
complete until the start of the monarchy (ca. 1010 
BC). Under this view, it was only when the Israelites 
looked back while in exile in Babylon that they were 
able to write and edit the version of the experience that 
appears in the books of Joshua and Judges. But why 
do the books of Joshua and Judges represent the foun-
dation of Israel as a military conquest by people ex-
clusively outside of Canaanite society when evidence 
suggests that in reality people from Canaan joined in 
the formation of the Israelite people during the course 
of a slow settlement of the region?

The Books of Joshua and Judges were written af-
ter the fall and destruction of Jerusalem in 587 BC. 
One of the central questions the authors faced was 
why God allowed this to happen. Was it because the 
people lacked faith? Remembering the settlement sto-
ries as part of an organized conquest may well have 
been motivated by the religious lessons the authors 
wished to teach a later generation. Perhaps the laying 
out of the events in Joshua and Judges was meant to 
exaggerate the contrast between the loss of faith in the 
present time (the time of exile), which resulted in ca-
tastrophe, and the trust of the people in the earlier era, 
which resulted in great feats of conquest and glory. It 
is as if God inspired the authors to say, “Look what we 
accomplished when we truly trusted YHWH, rather 
than our own resources.”
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The Israelites:  
People of the Hills
However the Israelites actually settled 
Palestine, it is clear that
• the hill country of Palestine was 

the area that became the homeland 
for the people of Israel.

• Israelite social formation began to 
emerge at the Iron Age (1200–1000 
BC) and continued to evolve to a 
monarchy system after 1000 BC.

Other elements of an Israelite gov-
ernment and social structure can be 
gleaned from both the Bible and other 
historical and archaeological sources.

The basic social unit of a village 
in Israel was the Bet Av (“House of the 
Father”). This was a patriarchal house-
hold of extended family members. 
There is even strong evidence that the 
famous “four pillar house” that archae-
ologists have identified in many early 
Israelite villages was the basic physi-
cal unit of residence for these “Bet Av” 
units.

The Bet Avs were themselves gath-
ered into associations that became 
known as “clans” (a Mishpachah in 
Hebrew). These clans probably arose 
from two natural needs—agricultural 
needs for families to help each other 
with planting and harvest, and military 
needs for families to help defend each 
other.

Finally, as the Israelites emerged as 
a people, so did the traditional “tribes.” 
These tribes were probably originally 
identified by the geographical regions 
they occupied, though some of the 

tribal names may even predate their as-
sociation with the Israelites. Of course, 
the biblical authors wrote from a lat-
er perspective suggesting that these 
“tribes” had their origins in the twelve 
sons of Jacob.

The village-based tribes were gov-
erned by councils of elders—the heads 
of the various “Houses of the Father.” 
Many biblical texts explain that day-to-
day judgments and general order were 
maintained by appealing to these el-
ders. The elders made decisions based 
on traditional laws that were supple-
mented by the formal religious tradi-
tions associated with Moses (whose 
laws may well have included much 
of these traditional village laws in the 
first place). Some anthropologists com-
pare early Israel to villages in develop-
ing societies today, some of 
which have elders who pre-
side over village life.

Early Israel-
ite Religious 
Practices

The biblical texts tell us 
that the early Israelites were 
influenced by the Canaan-
ites, even in religion. They 
turned to Baal to help ensure 
abundant crops and livestock 
in defiance of the covenant, 
though they did not entire-
ly abandon YHWH. While 
there are clear signs of Ca-
naanite influence throughout 
the Bible, the Israelites’ religion 

Bet Av
The basic social unit of 
Israelite society, a patriar-
chal household of immedi-
ate and extended family 
members.

Baal
The Canaanite god of fertil-
ity, associated with storms 
and rain. He was the most 
prominent of the Canaanite 
gods and the one most 
often worshipped by the 
Israelites.
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eventually became a distinct tradition, radically differ-
ent from all the surrounding religious options.

The Israelite religion was revolutionary in its 
expectations of the people. The life of the people in 
the hills of Palestine was to be a place to model this 
new social existence. But more temptations followed, 
and the worshippers of YHWH eventually had their 
strength and moral convictions tested. The time of the 
kings was one of even greater betrayal of the cove-
nant, until eventually the people were removed from 
the land and sent into exile.

 Review
1. What archaeological evidence exists that the 

central hill country of Palestine grew in popu-
lation between 1200 and 1000 BC.

2. Why might the Israelites set the Books of 
Joshua and Judges around a conquest?

3. Define Bet Av.

4. Who governed the Israelites’ village-based 
tribes?

Reflect
The Israelite religion was revolutionary in its 
expectations of the people. How does your own 
religion require revolutionary expectations of 
you?

Research and Report
Choose and complete at least one of the following assignments:

1. Read about the death of Joshua in Joshua 24:29–33. Then 
briefly summarize the behavior of the Israelites after Joshua’s 
death and God’s response to it (Jgs 2). Research background 
information about Baal, the name for the chief Canaanite god.

2. Research the following topics: (1) How Leviticus 11 compares to 
present-day Jewish dietary laws. (2) How the Jubilee Year was 
implemented during Old Testament times and its results.

3. Read the Book of Ruth in its entirety. List three qualities that 
describe Ruth’s character. Cite verses that support your de-
scriptions.
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SCRIPTuRE PRayER (from Judges 5:31)

May all your enemies perish thus, O Lord!
 but your friends be as the sun rising in its
  might!

Heavenly Father, keep us company in your company.
Preserve us from temptation.
Bring us to our eternal home.
We ask this in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ.
Amen.
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Rise and Fall
The historical books detail the prosperity of Israel’s monarchy contrast-
ed in the later historical books with the breakup of the kingdom.

Foundations of the Monarchy
The story of Israel’s kings led to some negative occurrences but also 
positive aspects, including the foundation of a family line that eventu-
ally led to the birth of Christ.

The “united” Monarchy: Saul, david, and  
Solomon
Saul, David, and Solomon ruled Israel at a time when the social dynam-
ics included interesting and complex interactions with their Canaanite 
and Philistine neighbors.

The divided Monarchy
After King Solomon, Israel divided into two separate kingdoms, Judah 
in the south and Israel in the north.

The last days of the Independent Monarchy
The ambitions of foreign regional powers and the idolatry practiced by 
God’s People spelled the end of the independent monarchy.

Exile and Return
The challenges faced by God’s People during the Babylonian exile were 
countered by the inspiring messages of several important biblical texts 
that inspired the people to be faithful and brave.

Tracing Jewish History to the Roman Rule
The final historical books of the Old Testament are the First and Second 
Books of Maccabees, written about 100 BC.
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Rise and Fall
The historical books tell how the Hebrews lived out 
the covenant in the Promised Land. They begin by 
describing Israel’s desire for a monarchy, the stories 
of kings such as Saul, David, and Solomon, and the 
declining monarchy up to the time of the Babylonian 
captivity and the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 BC.

The Books of 1 and 2 Samuel detail a century of 
history during the end of the period of the Judges to 
the rise of the monarchy. Most important during this 
period of history was the Lord’s promise to David in 
2 Samuel 7 of a lasting dynasty from which the under-
standing of the kingly messiahship was born.

Four centuries of history beyond the Second Book 
of Samuel are told in 1 and 2 Kings. The traditions 
surrounding the prophets Elijah and Elisha are also in-
terspersed in the historical narrative of that time.

The two Books of Chronicles form a unified his-
torical work that represents a fascinating “rethinking” 
of Israelite history that was written a few hundred 

years later than the Books of Samuel and Kings. The 
Books of Chronicles cover the time span between the 
reign of Saul and the exile, roughly the same period 
as covered in the Books of Samuel and the Books of 
Kings. However, the Chronicles omit certain themes 
from other historical sources and write a report that 
stresses two religious themes: true worship of YHWH 
and the importance of the Temple and the priests to 
God’s People. This history emphasizes issues of inter-
est to the community well into the period of Persian 
Rule (539–333 BC).

The Books of Tobit, Judith, and 1 and 2 Macca-
bees, as well as part of Esther, are deuterocanonical. 
Recall that they are not contained in the Hebrew canon 
but are accepted by the Church as divinely inspired 
and canonical. Tobit, Judith, and Esther are written in 
the style of a religious novel, with historical dates and 
descriptions of events interspersed. For example, Ju-
dith offers a reflection on the annual Passover obser-
vance, and Esther tells of the origins, significance, and 
date of the Feast of Purim.
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Later historical books tell of the 
breakup of the kingdom—the disobedi-
ence of the kings, the disasters preced-
ing the exiles, and the exiles themselves. 
The First and Second Books of Macca-
bees were written in approximately 100 
BC and provide two different views of 
the Jewish revolt against the Seleucid 
ruler Antiochus IV and the Hellenistic 
Greek culture that was imposed during 
his reign.

The theological perspectives of the 
historical books, especially the earlier 
books that involve the establishment of 
the monarchy, include these themes:

1. God remains with the Israelites 
when they most need his help.

2. Israel’s leaders, including King 
David, reflect Israel’s pattern of 
infidelity in their own lives.

3. God’s mercy preserves Israel 
from it enemies.

 Review
Name the books classified as histori-

cal books in the Old Testament.

Reflect
If you were to choose one topic to 
focus on as a historian, what would 
it be? Why is this an important topic 
for you?

Feast of Purim
Also called the “Feast of 
Lots,” it celebrates the vic-
tory of the Jews over the 
Persian “prime minister,” 
Haman, in the fifth century 
BC. “Lots” refers to the lots 
Haman randomly drew to 
determine the day on which 
he would slaughter the 
Jews.
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Foundations of the 
Monarchy
Late in the eleventh century BC, tribal Israel took a 
decisive step in its organizational structure by appoint-
ing a monarch to rule them. What is curious about this 
step, however, is the fact that the historical books of 
the Old Testament take a decidedly mixed attitude to-
ward this development. The prophet Samuel issued 
several warnings about a king, concluding:

He will tithe your flocks and you yourselves 
will become his slaves. When this takes place, 
you will complain against the king whom you 
have chosen, but on that day the Lord will not 
answer you. (1 Sm 8:17–18)

Still, the people did not drop their request: “Not 
so! There must be a king over us. We too must be like 
the other nations, with a king to rule us and to lead us 
in warfare and fight our battles” (1 Sm 8:19–20).

Many biblical scholars believe that 1 Samuel 8 
was not written before there were kings, but rather, 
long after the fall of monarchy, as a commentary on 
what happened. The monarchy was placed in this con-
text in order to send a message to the Jews reading the 
text many years later: “We should have known better 
than to do this,” and perhaps even, “We are not meant 
to have any king but YHWH. We are better off with 
no king.” Perhaps this was meant to comfort and even 
guide them during the time of exile.

Also, in reading 1 Samuel 8, note the incident that 
precedes Israel’s request for a king: the routing of the 
Philistines in 1 Samuel 7. For twenty years, the Isra-
elites had “turned to the Lord,” giving up their for-
eign gods and the sin of idolatry and worshipping God 
alone. Once again, God had miraculously delivered 
the Israelites from the powerful Philistine army. The 
request for a king was probably precipitated by Israel’s 
fear of the Philistine armies, yet there is irony in the 
timing: just after a twenty-year period of faithfulness 
and a mighty display of God’s power to defeat their 
enemies, the Israelites suddenly didn’t trust God’s 
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power to protect them. They wanted a king, such as 
other nations had, to fight their battles. This incident 
serves only to highlight the religious significance of 
the stories, that Israel prospers when the people honor 
the covenant, yet time and again, they turn their backs 
on YHWH.

The Monarchy: Positives and 
Negatives
It is important to read the story of Israel’s kings with 
balance. There were also many positive aspects of the 
monarchy in Israel’s history. For example, Israel be-
came a nation with a strong central leadership, as op-
posed to a fragmented cluster of clans as during the 
time of the judges. A holy city was built in Jerusalem. 
And from the family of King David, a dynasty was 
formed with an ancestral line that eventually led to 
the birth of a messiah, or one anointed by God. Je-
sus Christ is connected in Scripture to the Davidic line 
(Mt 1:6 and Lk 23:31).

While many positive aspects of the monarchy are 
explicitly tied to King David, it is equally true that the 
Scriptures also detail his failings—including his ill-
fated affair with a married woman, Bathsheba, when 
he abused his powers and killed her husband to cover 
his sin (2 Sm 11–12). David’s son, Solomon, too, end-
ed his life having compromised his faith in God for the 
sake of political alliances with nations all around him.

The Old Testament (especially 1 and 2 Kings) is 
critical of Israel’s other kings as well. For example, 
the kings are criticized for an economic system that 
favored the rich while hurting the poor. In fact, only 
two of Israel’s forty-two kings, Hezekiah and Josiah, 
received unmitigated praise:

[Hezekiah] pleased the Lord, just as his fore-
father David had done. It was he who removed 
the high places, shattered the pillars, and cut 
down the sacred poles. He smashed the bronze 
serpent called Nehushtan which Moses had 

made, because up to that time the Israelites 
were burning incense to it. He put his trust in 
the Lord, the God of Israel; and neither before 
him nor after him was there anyone like him 
among all the kings of Judah. (2 Kgs 18:3–5)

Before [Josiah] there had been no king who 
turned to the Lord as he did, with his whole 
heart, his whole soul, and his whole strength, 
in accord with the entire law of Moses; nor 
could any after him compare with him. (2 Kgs 
23:25)

When these Scripture references of praise for He-
zekiah and Josiah are measured with failings of Isra-
el’s kings (including at its very origin in 1 Samuel 8), 
the influence of the prophets who called the people 
(including the kings) back to a proper observance of 
the Law stands out in a prominent way. The prophetic 
books are the subject of Chapter 1E.

 Review
1. What lesson could Jews glean from the story 

of the routing of the Philistines in 1 Samuel 7?

2. Name some positive aspects of Israel’s 
monarchy.

3. Explain why the prophets were more authen-
tic as heroes than the kings.
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The “united” Monarchy: 
Saul, david, and Solomon
The monarchy began under the conditions of both in-
ternal and external crisis. At the same time that the 
tribes of Israel were consolidating, or at least loosely 
bringing themselves into an often stormy union, the 
legendary Philistines were coming together to take 
their share of Palestine.

The social dynamics of 1200–1000 BC Palestine 
included interesting and complex interactions between 
traditional Canaanite settlements, newly emerging Is-
raelite settlements, and Philistine settlements. The 
conflicts between the Israelites and Philistines became 
most severe at times. In the midst of these conflicts, 
the Israelite tribes determined to organize themselves 
more effectively against the Philistine threat.

The Philistines threatened in two significant ways. 
First, they had the ability to fashion weapons with 
iron, which tribal Israel was not yet capable of doing. 
Iron was a decided advantage over bronze, not only in 
weaponry but in agriculture as well. Iron plows, for 

example, were much sturdier and more effective for 
farming. Agricultural advantage meant economic ad-
vantage. Second, the Philistines’ military strength was 
partly based on their effective self-organization. Tribal 
Israel, on the other hand, was rather poorly organized. 
There were clearly times when the Philistines domi-
nated over tribal Israel.

Saul and the Philistines  
(1 Samuel 9–10)
Saul, from the family of Benjamin, was selected the 
first king of Israel. When the prophet Samuel first 
caught sight of Saul, the Lord told him: “This is the 
man of whom I told you; he is to govern my people” (1 
Sm 9:17). However, Saul was a deeply troubled lead-
er, and the texts even suggest he had a fragile mental 
state. He failed to establish a centralized government.

During Saul’s rule, Israel was probably not an or-
ganized entity at all, much less an actual state. He was 
as much the last of the judges as he was the first king. 
He “reigned” over a loose-knit organization of tribes 
and people who were mostly farmers. It has been es-
timated that the largest settlement in his “kingdom” 
probably amounted to no more than one hundred peo-
ple. There was no capital city or administrative center.

Saul was essentially a warrior with limited success 
against the Philistines—especially in the southern Is-
rael hill country where his heartland was located and 
where the emerging state of Judah would be located. 
The following description of a battle led by Saul and 
his son Jonathan provides a clue to the difficulties the 
Israelites faced in battling the Philistines during the 
time of Saul:

Not a single smith was to be found in the whole 
land of Israel, for the Philistines had said, 
“Otherwise the Hebrews will make swords or 
spears.” All Israel, therefore, had to go down 
to the Philistines to sharpen their plowshares, 
mattocks, axes, and sickles. . . . And so on the 
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day of battle neither sword nor spear could be 
found in the possession of any of the soldiers 
with Saul or Jonathan. Only Saul and his son 
Jonathan had them. (1 Sm 13:19–20, 22)

Eventually, Saul’s unfaithfulness to YHWH and the 
charismatic rise of one of Saul’s assistants, David, 
led to the anointing of Israel’s greatest and most well-
known king.

Reflect
What are some characteristics of effective lead-
ership?

David’s Rise to Power  
(1 Samuel 16–17)
David was king from approximately 1009 to 969 BC. 
His rise to power is described in differing biblical 
accounts. David is first introduced when the proph-
et Samuel is impressed with one of the older sons 
of Jesse, though he does not have a clear sense from 
God that this young man is really the future king. As 
the story continues, God scolds Samuel for trusting 
in only outward appearances of the older sons, all of 
whom God rejects. When Samuel asks Jesse if he has 
any other sons, Jesse replies,

“There is still the youngest, who is tending the 
sheep.” Samuel said to Jesse, “Send for him; 
we will not begin the sacrificial banquet until 
he arrives here.” Jesse sent and had the young 
man brought to them. He was ruddy, a youth 
handsome to behold and making a splendid ap-
pearance. The Lord said, “There—anoint him, 
for this is he!” Then Samuel, with the horn of 
oil in hand, anointed him in the midst of his 
brothers; and from that day on, the spirit of 
the Lord rushed upon David. (1 Sm 16:11–13)

David goes on to succeed Saul eventually as the 
chosen king of Israel, though the story of how it hap-
pens varies. Part of the difficulty is that David’s reign 
as king has to be clearly justified, since he is not of 
the family of Saul. The First Book of Samuel repre-
sents Saul as having been rejected for his sin (1 Sm 
15:1–35), but there are two different traditions about 
how David came into Saul’s employ:
• In the first, David becomes Saul’s “armor-bearer” 

(1 Sm 16:14–23).
• In the second version, David comes to Saul after 

the famous incident when he kills the Philistine 
warrior, Goliath, in a single battle (1 Sm 17). 
David is then presented to Saul as a conquering 
hero.

After a series of wars between the relatives of Saul 
and David and his associates, David finally consoli-
dates his reign. But the path to the throne for David is 
clearly paved in blood. He systematically eliminates 
rivals to the throne from the family of Saul; he also 
engages in military conquests that include not only 
successful raids against the Philistines, but also suc-
cessful military campaigns against the political com-
munities across the Jordan River—the peoples of 
Ammon, Moab, and Edom.
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The significance of conquering these Transjorda-
nian states cannot be overemphasized, since this was 
the path of most of the major trade routes through Pal-
estine, linking Egypt, Phoenicia, and the Mesopota-
mian Empires. Controlling these trade routes meant 
David’s regime would also control taxes and payment 
of passage fees. David’s regime seems to have be-
come wealthy on precisely these terms.

Ironically, there is very little archaeological evi-
dence of David’s kingdom or mention of its existence 
outside the Bible. There are occasional hints, howev-
er. An inscription from a later time period, from the 
kingdom of Moab, refers to the royalty in Israel as the 
“House of David.” This is the oldest nonbiblical refer-
ence to the time of David.

At the very least, David was probably a mobile 
warrior who enforced his control over a wide range 
of territory by means of a well-trained private (and 
probably relatively small) army. It is more accurate to 
think of David less as a king over a vast kingdom and 
more as a military leader who enforced submission in 
a large territory. There was no vast administration or 
central bureaucracy in Israel—yet.

Most importantly for Christians, the Second Book 
of Samuel records a central promise made to David by 
the Lord:

It was I who took you from the pasture and 
from the care of the flock to be commander of 
my people Israel. I have been with you wher-
ever you went, and I have destroyed all your 
enemies before you. And I will make you fa-
mous like the great ones of the earth. I will 
fix a place for my people Israel; I will plant 
them so that they may dwell in their place 
without further disturbance. Neither shall 
the wicked continue to afflict them as they 
did of old, since the time I first appointed 
judges over my people Israel. I will give 
you rest from all your enemies. The Lord also 

reveals to you that he will establish a house 
for you. And when your time comes and you 
rest with your ancestors, I will raise up your 
heir after you, sprung from your loins, and I 
will make his kingdom firm. . . . Your house 
and your kingdom shall endure forever before 
me; your throne shall stand firm forever. (2 Sm 
7:8–12; 16)

The prophecy is the basis for the Jewish expecta-
tion of a Messiah, a son of David, which Jesus would 
eventually fulfill. The Gospels of Matthew and Luke 
provide genealogies of Jesus that trace his ancestry 
through David.

Solomon: A Mixed Portrait
More than with his father, David, there is consider-
able archaeological evidence of King Solomon’s role 
as an administrator of a united kingdom. This makes 
sense, because Solomon was reputed to be the great 
builder in the Bible. Solomon not only built up Jeru-
salem, including an actual palace and the Temple it-
self, but also built many other walled cities as military 
fortresses. Many of these walled fortresses—dated to 
nearly the exact period of Solomon’s rule—have been 
excavated by archaeologists to lend nonbiblical evi-
dence to his rule.
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The biblical portrait of Solomon is a mixture of 
positive and negative impressions. Among the posi-
tive impressions is the famous story of a king who 
wisely settles a dispute between two women who both 
claim an infant as her own (1 Kgs 3:16–28).

Another is the story of Solomon’s response when 
God tells him to ask for anything he wants and God 
will grant it to him. Solomon asks God only for the 

gifts of “an understanding heart to judge your people 
and to distinguish right from wrong” (1 Kgs 3:9).

God is so impressed with this request that he 
promises Solomon both wisdom and the wealth that 
comes with human success. But it is clear that the 
bright portrait of Solomon dims as he grows older. 
He apparently engages in a number of political mar-
riages, and the biblical historians portray this as the 

THE TEMPlE OF 
SOlOMON
King David had great concern for the ark of 
the Covenant, which had been housed in a 
tent through Israel’s wanderings in the wilder-
ness. His desire was to build a Temple for the 
ark. However, the Lord, through the prophet 
Nathan, said that such a place was unneces-
sary. “In all my wanderings everywhere among 
the Israelites, did I ever utter a word to any 

one of the judges whom I charged to tend my people Israel to ask: Why have you not built me a 
house of cedar?” (2 Sm 7:7). Nevertheless, David’s son, Solomon, proceeded with the plans for a 
Temple. Chapters 6 to 8 of the First Book of Kings describe in detail the building, furnishing, and 
dedication of the Temple.

Many details of the Temple reflected Canaanite-Phoenician patterns. Its basic floor plan con-
sisted of three parts. Approaching from the east, one walked between two free-standing, bronze-
covered pillars into a small vestibule. This opened into the largest of the three rooms, the Holy 
Place. It was about sixty feet long and contained an incense altar, a table of Showbread, and 
ten candlesticks. Canaanite-style art of pomegranates, lilies, and palms decorated the walls. The 
third room, the Holy of Holies, was thirty square feet in measurement. There were no windows. 
This room housed the ark of the covenant. On both sides of the ark were cherubim. This was 
the place where YHWH was believed to be present, enthroned over the ark. Other rooms along 
the back and side walls were used for storage. The Temple’s small size was due in great part to 
the fact that only priests could enter the building. Worshippers stood in the courtyard near the 
Temple.

Throughout the years of the monarchy, a close connection was maintained between the Tem-
ple and the kings. The Temple was destroyed in the Babylonian capture of Jerusalem in 587 BC. 
It was rebuilt after the exile (520–515 BC). This “second Temple” was destroyed in AD 70 by the 
Romans.
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source of his downfall—not because 
civil law did not permit many wives 
(ancient treaties were often sealed by 
exchanging royal children in mar-
riage), but because many of these were 
pagan women whom Solomon allowed 
to foster polytheistic religious practices 
among the Israelites.

But there is an even more serious is-
sue blotting Solomon’s record—name-
ly, how he treated his own people. Even 
his great building accomplishments are 
called into question: How could Solo-
mon afford such extravagant projects? 
An older section from 1 Kings claims 
that Solomon enslaved foreigners and 
maintains that he would never enslave 
or overburden his own people with the 
tasks of his great building campaigns:

All the non-Israelite people 
who remained in the land, 
descendants of the Amorites, 
Hittites, Perizzites, Hivites, 
and Jebusites whose doom 
the Israelites had been un-
able to accomplish, Solomon 
conscripted as forced labor-
ers, as they are to this day. But 
Solomon enslaved none of the 
Israelites, for they were his 
fighting force, his ministers, 
commanders, adjutants, chari-
ot officers, and charioteers. (1 
Kgs 9:20–22)

But in another part of the record of 
Solomon, it states clearly that he cer-
tainly did force his own people into la-
bor: “King Solomon conscripted thirty 

thousand workmen from all Israel” (1 
Kgs 5:27). From this passage, it is not 
completely clear if the workers were 
all actual Israelites. However, the proof 
that they were is most evident in the 
events that overtake Solomon’s son and 
successor, Rehoboam.

When Rehoboam hears that the 
northern Israelite peoples are upset and 
angry over their years under Solomon, 
he goes to meet with the elders of the 
northern tribes to find out why they are 
so upset:

They said to Rehoboam: “Your 
father put on us a heavy yoke. 
If you now lighten the harsh 
service and the heavy yoke 
your father imposed on us, we 
will serve you.” “Come back 
to me in three days,” he an-
swered them. (1 Kgs 12:3–5)

When the people returned, Rehoboam 
showed little of his father’s reputed 
wisdom. His answer to the people led 
directly to the split of the kingdom, into 
a northern kingdom and southern king-
dom. Rehoboam told them:

Whereas my father put a heavy 
yoke on you, I will make it 
heavier. My father beat you 
with whips, but I will beat you 
with scorpions. (1 Kgs 12:11)

These words of Rehoboam make 
the case against Solomon fairly tight. 
Solomon enslaved his own people and 
a large percentage of them resented it. 
Eventually, a group broke away from 

Judah
The name of the southern 
kingdom after the splitting 
of the monarchy. It includ-
ed the territory originally 
belonging to just two of the 
twelve tribes, Judah and 
Benjamin.

Ark of the Covenant
The portable shrine built to 
hold the tablets on which 
Moses wrote the Law. It 
was a sign of God’s pres-
ence to the Israelites. 
Solomon built the Temple in 
Jerusalem to house the ark.

Showbread
The twelve loaves of bread 
presented on the altar ev-
ery Sabbath as an offering 
to God. The priests con-
sumed the bread at the end 
of every week. (This is also 
sometimes spelled “shew-
bread” but the pronuncia-
tion does not change.)
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the southern kingdom and formed a separate state 
under a new king, Jeroboam. Usually, the final split 
between the two kingdoms is dated at the death of Sol-
omon, approximately 922 BC.

 Review
1. What were two threats that the Philistines 

presented to Israel?

2. What were some of Saul’s shortcomings as 
king?

3. What are two traditions concerning how David 
came into Saul’s service?

4. Why was Israel’s control of the Transjordanian 
states so significant?

5. Why is King David an important ancestor of 
faith for Christians?

6. Name a positive and negative characteristic 
of Solomon.

Reflect
Name and describe the most impressive church 
you have ever visited.

The divided Monarchy
When Solomon died, Israel was divided into two sepa-
rate kingdoms. The southern kingdom was called Ju-
dah. It consisted of the traditional territory of only 
two tribes: Benjamin and Judah. The northern king-
dom was called “Israel” and was made up of the other 
ten tribes. The two kingdoms existed side by side for 
several centuries, ruled by a succession of kings. Both 
Judah and Israel engaged in several internal struggles 
during those years as well as fighting battles with out-
side nations, including the Arameans.

Judah’s kings considered themselves the legitimate 
rulers because their ancestors could be traced to King 
David. However, the unequal division of the tribes 
strongly hints that the majority of the people from the 
former united Israel rejected the kings of Judah because 
of the abuse of Solomon and the threats of Rehoboam.

The Books of 1 and 2 Kings tell details of the di-
vided monarchy. Some kings have several details pro-
vided about their reign. Others are mentioned very 
briefly indeed. The next sections report on some of the 
highlights of this historical period leading to the sieges 
of the northern kingdom by the Assyrians in 722–720 
BC and of the southern kingdom by the Babylonians 
over a century later.

The Insurrection of 
Jeroboam

Jeroboam, son of Nebat, led the insurrection 
against King Rehoboam and founded the northern 
kingdom of Israel (1 Kgs 12:12–33; 2 Chr 11:1–4).
There are a number of interesting elements to Je-
roboam’s story. As King Solomon’s officer, he was in 
charge of forced labor (1 Kgs 11:28). Did he, like Mo-
ses, observe the suffering of “his people” and come 
to be a voice for liberation from the enslavement of 
Solomon’s regime? It is certain that Jeroboam fled 
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Solomon’s anger after speaking out against the 
people’s mistreatment. He sought sanctuary in an 
unlikely place—in the land of Pharaoh Shishak of 
Egypt (1 Kgs 11:40).

Shishak may have accepted Jeroboam as a 
protected guest because Shishak entertained the 
thought of reasserting Egyptian dominance in the 
lands of Canaan lost during the rules of Saul, Da-
vid, and Solomon. Egyptian records carved on the 
walls of the Temple of Karnak on the banks of the 
Nile River (still visible today) verify that Shishak 
most certainly did engage in military campaigns in Ju-
dah and Israel. Egypt probably did retake control of 
the region during Shishak’s rule. As 1 Kings reports:

In the fifth year of King Rehoboam, Shishak, 
the king of Egypt, attacked Jerusalem. He 
took everything, including the treasures of the 
temple of the Lord and those of the royal pal-
ace, as well as all the gold shields made under 
Solomon. (1 Kgs 14:25–26)

What the relationship of Jeroboam was to this 
campaign is not clear. According to 1 Kings 15:1, Je-
roboam continued to rule in the north after the reign of 
Rehoboam in Judah ended.

Rivalry and Religion in the 
Northern Kingdom (1 Kings 
12:26–33)
Jeroboam feared the reunification of Judah and Israel 
that might possibly arise through continued worship 
at a single Temple in Jerusalem. In the northern cit-
ies of Dan and Bethel, Jeroboam brought gold calves 
and built temples there. He also appointed priests from 
among the people living in those areas who were not 
Levites, the traditional tribe of priests.

Most people living in the north were already disil-
lusioned by the burdens placed on them by Solomon 
and Rehoboam so that their loyalties to Jerusalem and 

the Temple had waned before the establishment of 
temples in Dan and Bethel. The sacrificing to golden 
calves in these temples led to the sin of idolatry (1 Kgs 
12:30).

The continued social, political, and religious re-
lationship between Judah and Israel was one of con-
stant conflict—conquest and counter-conquest. These 
battles with one another were complicated by the in-
volvement of other local regimes and larger empires.

By 900–800 BC, the rise of the Neo-Assyrian 
Empire, based in the northern Mesopotamian city of 
Nineveh, caused difficulties for all the regimes in the 
area of Palestine, Syria, and the coastal port cities of 
what is today Lebanon. The Assyrian Empire used 
brute force to dominate the entire region. By 722 BC, 
the Assyrian Empire finally conquered all of the north-
ern kingdom.

The First and Second Books of Kings (and 2 
Chronicles) describe the period between 922 and 722 
BC as a time of corruption of the kings of both Judah 
and Israel. Though there were many notable achieve-
ments of these various kings, the Bible focuses more 
on the survival and perpetuation of the form of YHWH 
worship that

1. was much more consistent with the messages of 
the prophets, and

2. was opposed to the official versions of the reli-
gious establishments supported by Israel’s and 
Judah’s rulers.
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The rivalry between and often within 
Judah and Israel can be described as 
a conflict between a form of YHWH 
worship that also allowed the worship 
of other lesser deities in addition to 
YHWH, and a more prophetically in-
spired form of worship that was exclu-
sively devoted to YHWH.

Each of these religious views had 
strong links to particular socioeconom-
ic ideas about how society ought to be 
organized. Those who believed YHWH 
alone should be worshipped (represent-
ed strongly by the prophets) seem to 
have had a more radical orientation on 
the Law. They supported a communi-
ty where the rich shared with the poor, 
where social balance was maintained, 
where justice was practiced, and where 
land was distributed fairly to all. The 
other perspective, identified in the Bi-
ble as a form of paganism, was more 
closely identified with the ancient poly-
theism of the Canaanites and with the 
kings and landowning classes. In short, 
this view might be called an Establish-
ment religion. Recall that perhaps the 
most powerful expression of this differ-
ence is given in the famous story of Eli-
jah and the prophets of Baal recorded 
in 1 Kings 18.

 Review
1. Why did Judah’s kings consider 

themselves the legitimate rulers 
(and not the kings of the north-
ern kingdom)?

2. What experience of Jeroboam 
was similar to an experience of 
Moses?

3. Why did Jeroboam build temples 
and anoint high priests in the 
northern kingdom?

Reflect
Read 1 Kings 18. What is the mes-
sage of this story?

Establishment 
religion
A religion that tends to sup-
port the power of the rul-
ing class over the common 
people. In the case of the 
Israelite monarchy, it joined 
YHWH worship with the 
worship of other Canaanite 
gods.
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The last days of 
the Independent 
Monarchy
The first great outside threat to the 
northern kingdom of Israel was the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire in Mesopota-
mia. The preface “neo” means “new” 
and indicates that there were some old-
er empires in this same location. This 
empire was located in what today is 
the northern portion of Iraq and parts 
of Syria.

Another threat to Israel came from 
a rising local power, based in the an-
cient city of Damascus in Syria. Da-
mascus organized a group of “coalition 
states” that recognized Damascus as 
their head. The Assyrians directed 
a great deal of their fury at keeping 
the Damascus coalition subservient, 
though they were not always success-
ful. When Damascus was powerful, the 
coalition frequently engaged in conflict 
with the northern kingdom of Israel.

The ongoing tensions between Da-
mascus and Assyria weakened each 
state and distracted them from attack-
ing Judah and Israel. The years between 
785 and 730 BC were fairly prosperous 
for both Hebrew states, especially the 
northern kingdom of Israel. During this 
time, prophets condemned the fact that 
this prosperity benefited mainly elite 
landowners.

Assyrians Assert 
Power
The wealth and success of the northern 
kingdom leadership began to unravel 
with the accession of Tiglath-Pileser III 
(745–727 BC) as ruler of Assyria. He 
revived the military power of Assyria, 
and began to reassert that power in the 
west, including the northern kingdom 
of Israel. His successors, Shalmane-
ser and Sargon II, crushed a revolt that 
broke out in that region.

Finally, in 722 BC, the Assyrians 
completely obliterated the northern 
kingdom of Israel and carried it up into 
the Assyrian districts. As part of their 
dominance, the Assyrians practiced a 
military strategy of deportation. The 
Assyrian conquerors would remove the 
upper class and elite of the captured so-
ciety and exile them elsewhere in their 
vast territories in order to quell any re-
volt before it even got started.

At the conquest of Israel, the As-
syrians carried away a substantial num-
ber of the northern elite (most likely the 
royal family members, military leaders, 
landowners, and any others who might 
threaten a revolt) and dispersed them. 
These exiles are often referred to as the 
“Ten Lost Tribes of Israel.” Although 
this group is never heard from again in 
history, the Assyrians certainly did not 
exile the entire population of the north-
ern kingdom. After all, the Assyrians 
were interested in resources and taxes. 
They would certainly have left the ma-
jority of the population in place to work 
the land and provide wealth to the new 
Assyrian overlords.

Neo-Assyrian Empire
A new empire in the 
Mesopotamian region that 
eventually conquered the 
northern kingdom, sending 
its ruling class into exile in 
722 BC.
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The Assyrians and Judah
The Old Testament suggests that Hezekiah, the king 
of the southern kingdom of Judah, escaped Assyrian 
wrath and was allowed to stay on the throne by ac-
tually aligning with the Assyrians. In fact, Hezekiah 
maintained relations to Assyria as a vassal until a con-
flict broke out between 705 and 700 BC at the rise of 
Sargon II. Sargon attacked Jerusalem. In order to sur-
vive the long siege, Hezekiah dug the famous tunnel 
that still exists in Jerusalem. This tunnel allowed wa-
ter from the Gihon Spring to flow within the walls of 
Jerusalem, so that the people in the walled city could 
have fresh water and a chance for survival.

The Assyrian siege of Jerusalem is worth mention-
ing, precisely because it is one 
of the rare occasions when an 
event is covered by more than 
one source that we can read 
even today: in this case Sar-
gon’s own Assyrian archives 
and the description in 2 Kings 
18–20. Both sources agree that 
the siege was unsuccessful. In 
2 Kings 19:35–36, an “angel” 
miraculously strikes down the 
Assyrian soldiers. Assyrian re-
cords say that Sargon simply 
determined that his point of 
strength had been made, and 
he broke the siege. In the end, 
Hezekiah’s tribute to Sargon’s 
successor, Sennacherib, the 
Assyrian king, guaranteed he 
would remain on the throne in Judah though the north-
ern kingdom had been decimated.

Archaeologists have determined that there was 
some movement of population to the southern state of 
Judah from the north after Israel collapsed. The next 
century, the eighth century BC, brought even more 

changes to the region. Egypt reasserted its indepen-
dence and the tribes south of Assyria (centered near 
the ancient city of Babylon) unified to rise and con-
quer Assyria itself, leaving only Egypt and Babylon 
with power in the region.

Babylonian Destruction of 
the Southern Kingdom  
(2 Kings 23:36–25:26 and  
2 Chronicles 2–23)
After 722–720 BC, the northern kingdom of Israel no 
longer existed as an independent political state. The 
southern kingdom of Judah continued for another 
135 years, although for part of this time, it was under 

the imperial control of Egypt 
or Babylon. Babylon had as-
serted independence from As-
syria from the middle of this 
turbulent century onwards. 
When the Chaldean tribes of 
Babylon unified the southern 
peoples into an imperial pow-
er, their ambitions were finally 
realized. Their young prince 
Nebuchadnezar, who finally 
defeated the last of the Assyr-
ian forces, also conquered the 
Egyptian forces in two great 
battles north of Palestine (609 
BC and 605 BC). The way was 
clear for Nebuchadnezzar to 
control the land route to Egypt.

The final days of Judah were largely determined 
by the rivalry between the Egyptian and Babylonian 
Empires. From 609 to 597 BC, following the death 
of King Josiah in a battle with the Egyptians, the roy-
al house in Judah (King Jehoiakim and his son, King 
Jehoiachin) were really Egyptian puppet rulers. Their 
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government was established in Jerusa-
lem by Pharaoh Necho in order to create 
a buffer between Egypt and Babylon.

When Nebuchadnezzar defeated 
Jerusalem in 597 (young King Jehoi-
achin surrendered), he chose one of the 
descendants of Josiah to be the figure-
head of Babylonian rule in Jerusalem. 
King Josiah (640–609 BC) seems to 
have been predisposed to an alliance 
with Babylon. Perhaps that alliance 
explains Nebuchadnezzar’s choice of 
Mattaniah, whom he renamed “Zedeki-
ah,” to rule Jerusalem.

Zedekiah was initially loyal to Bab-
ylon, but was eventually persuaded by 
Egyptian agents, including a false proph-
et, Hananiah (Jer 26–29), to attempt a re-
volt against Babylonian power and join 
a coalition with Egypt. The results were 
catastrophic. Nebuchadnezzar’s forces 
returned to Jerusalem in 587 (or 586 BC) 
and devastated it. The catastrophe of the 
fall of Judah in 587 BC was a major event 

in the history of God’s People. The years 
that followed the exile were marked by 
a reorientation in the way the Jews kept 
their part of the covenant with God. 

To summarize the events leading 
to the collapse of the kingdom and the 
captivity of God’s People: It is clear 
that Hebrew fate was largely deter-
mined by the ambitions of regional 
powers in Egypt and Mesopotamia. 
The reigns of the various kings of the 
northern and southern kingdoms took 
place under the shadow of these larg-
er conflicts. From a religious point of 
view, the stories chronicled in the time 
of the kings also pointed a finger at the 
Chosen People themselves for creat-
ing kings for themselves other than 
YHWH and for breaking the covenant 
by worshipping foreign gods. The fea-
ture “Religious Developments during 
the Monarchy”,  pages 108–110shares 
some reasons why this was so.

Ugarit
An ancient city of the 
Canaanites which was 
discovered in 1928. Many 
texts were found there, 
from which scholars have 
learned a great deal about 
the Canaanite religion.

RElIGIOuS dEvElOPMENTS duRING THE MONaRCHy
It is easy to see why Israel clashed so strongly with the societies who honored the ancient pagan and 
polytheistic religions. The central event of Israelite religion was the liberation of slaves away from the 
greatest known “king” of the ancient world—the Pharaoh of Egypt. Furthermore, the basis of the reli-
gion of Israel was a collection of “laws” that guaranteed that all people shared with one another, took 
care of one another, and made sure that nobody ruled oppressively over another. Israelites especially 
offered care for the “widow, the orphan, and the foreigner”—the weakest members of society. The 
Israelite religion was a revolutionary religion of changing circumstances (it started by ending slavery 
in Egypt) and maintaining community ties that were not oppressive.

So why were the kings of ancient Israel so deeply tempted to encourage pagan religion in their 
kingdom? A polytheistic religion with many gods supported the rule of the kings much more strongly 
than the questioning, radical religion of YHWH that placed even the highest king under judgment for 
his behavior. (It was for this reason that American slaveholders never wanted their African slaves to 
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learn to read. Although they wanted their slaves to be “Christian,” they feared the slaves might read 
the Bible and learn about Moses and the release of the Hebrews from slavery.)

What was the nature of the pagan religion of the Canaanites that is so often condemned in the 
Bible? Who were the false gods Baal and Asherah so often mentioned? In the past century a great deal 
more about Canaanite religion has been learned, largely because of one magnificent archaeological 
discovery—the ruins of ugarit.

Ugarit was an ancient capital city at the center of a small territorial expanse that flourished in the 
second millennium (2000–1180 BC). Evidence suggests that the site was finally abandoned following a 
major destructive act in 1180 BC. What makes this archaeological site so very significant is the amount 
of texts found in it. Most of the texts were written in a local language now known as “Ugaritic.” This 
language closely resembled Hebrew. (In fact, it is often suggested that Hebrew is a dialect of the same 
language family as Ugaritic.)

Among the many different kinds of texts discovered at Ugarit were a number of religious texts 
that told stories of some of the Canaanite gods and characters known to us from the Bible—most 
prominently the god Baal. Baal was considered the god of fertility and was often associated with im-
ages of storms and rain. (A rain god would have been very important to a largely agricultural society, 
particularly in the relatively arid climate of Palestine.) Many of the texts in Ugarit portrayed Baal as 
a god in battle.

The Ugaritic texts provide more insight into why pagan worship was tempting for the Israelites. 
First, it was the common religion of the area. Many of the people who lived near or even among the 
Israelites practiced some form of it. Second, it was associated with fertility, and agriculture was obvi-
ously the main basis of all ancient economies. What was good for the economy probably seemed ab-
solute and true. Third, and perhaps most importantly, it was a religion that served the establishment. 
Kings and priests ruled the people according to these religious ideas, which provided stability and an 
explanation for why things were the way they were. But it was a stability that was often oppressive 
since these traditional fertility religions typically bolstered the authority of the kings and told the 
common people that their state in life was determined by the gods.

Prophets Preach against Pagan Religions
Consider how the great Israelite prophet, Elijah, battled against the paganism, and Baal in particular, 
in incidents involving him and the Canaanite princess Jezebel who married the northern Israelite king 
Ahab (1 Kgs 21). Hebrew law limited the power of the king so that even he could not seize whatever 
land he wanted, but Jezebel the Canaanite thought this was ridiculous and took matters into her own 
hands. Ahab wanted property that by right belonged to an Israelite peasant named Naboth. Jezebel 
had Naboth executed and took his land. She was acting as a Canaanite ruler might have. This story 
illustrates what pagan religion would mean in terms of its social consequences. It contrasts sharply 
with the stories of Elijah living with and saving the lives of a widow and her only son in the name of 
the one, true God, YHWH (1 Kgs 17–18).

Also, in 1 Kings 18, at Mount Carmel (near present-day Haifa on the northern coast of Israel), 
there is a dramatic contest between Jezebel’s hired priests and priestesses of Baal and Elijah, the 
sole defender of worship of YHWH. By stopping the rain, YHWH proved that he alone was the provider 
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 Review
1. Why did the Assyrians deport the northern 

elite while allowing others to remain at home 
in the northern kingdom?

2. What are the differences between the 
Israelites’ and the Assyrians’ accounts of 
Sargon’s failed siege of Jerusalem?

3. What was the costly decision made by 
Zedekiah, the figurehead ruler in Jerusalem?

4. Why is Elijah considered among the great 
prophets of the Old Testament?

of the rain. By feeding the woman and child (and Elijah himself), YHWH demonstrated that the God 
of Israel was, in fact, the provider of the produce of the fields. Finally, by healing the child, YHWH 
demonstrated that it was the God of Israel who provided human life, not Baal. In the great demon-
stration described in 1 Kings 18:21–46, Elijah proves that YHWH is the true God.

Unfortunately for Elijah, Jezebel was angry about the defeat. She threatened his life. So Elijah 
took refuge at Mount Horeb (Sinai)—the same place where Moses received the laws and encountered 
YHWH. This location was fitting, for it was Elijah’s mission to restore God’s covenant and the pure 
faith among the people. Elijah met the Lord at Horeb—not in a strong and heavy wind, not in an 
earthquake, and not in a fire. Rather, “after the fire there was a tiny whispering sound. When he 
heard this, Elijah hid his face in his cloak and went and stood at the entrance of the cave” (1 Kgs 
19:13).

Elijah rightly holds a place among the great prophets of the Old Testament. Elijah, through it all, 
was a prophet who symbolized the struggle between the religion of YHWH and the religion of the 
Canaanites. At the Transfiguration of Jesus, Elijah appeared along with Moses. Future generations of 
Jews thought Elijah was the one who would announce the coming of peace to the world at the end 
of time. He was also believed to be the precursor to the Messiah. In fact, when Jesus came to the 
earth, many thought him to be Elijah, while the New Testament cast John the Baptist in the role of 
Elijah announcing Jesus as Messiah.

The biblical authors understood the importance of Elijah, which is why many chapters feature 
stories about both Elijah and Elisha. Though there is no typical miraculous birth story to introduce 
him (Chapter 1E), there is a uniquely miraculous story to mark his passing: He is described as be-
ing transported to Heaven in a whirlwind. Conversing with his successor, Elisha, “a flaming chariot 
and flaming horses came between them, and Elijah went up to Heaven in a whirlwind” (2 Kgs 2:11). 
Elisha’s life paralleled Elijah’s. Their lives and ministries set the stage for the prophetic books that 
make up a large section of the Old Testament.
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Exile and Return
The Old Testament describes the condi-
tions of exile in very dark terms. Sever-
al places mention the exiles being held 
with chains and bonds (e.g., Na 1:13, 
3:10; Is 52:2; and Ps 107:14). The Sec-
ond Book of Chronicles reports of the 
imprisonment of Jehoiakim: “Nebu-
chadnezzar, king of Babylon, came up 
against him and bound him with chains 
to take him to Babylon” (2 Chr 36:6). 
The Book of Lamentations also speaks 
of sieges and chains after the conquest 
of Jerusalem:

He has hemmed me in with no es-
cape

and weighed me down with 
chains;

Even when I cry out for help,
 he stops my prayer;
He has blocked my ways with fitted 

stones,
 and turned my paths aside. 

(Lam 3:7–9)

There are frequent descriptions of the 
exiles as prisoners. The “release of 
prisoners” is mentioned often, indicat-
ing the kind of treatment they received 
(Ps 146:7–8; Zec 9:12; Is 42:7, 61:1).

It is difficult to estimate the hu-
man extent of the crisis. For example, 
if around 20,000 Jews were previously 
exiled in 597 BC, how many more resi-
dents of Jerusalem and the surrounding 
area were taken in 587 BC? Higher esti-
mates reach as much as 50,000–60,000. 
Some estimate those numbers as be-
ing almost the entire population of the 

region. It is important to note, however, 
that the Bible does not even attempt to 
determine the numbers of those who fled 
or were killed, especially in the critical 
year of the invasion of Jerusalem in 587.

By combining the archaeological 
evidence of destruction and difficult 
times in exile with Scripture referenc-
es that indicate the emotional response 
of the Jewish people, the horrific pic-
ture of what happened is very clear. 
The Babylonians destroyed the Tem-
ple of Solomon. They carried many of 
the religious implements of worship 
into exile with the people. The policy 
of Nebuchadnezzar was to place cap-
tured religious implements or statues in 
the temple of Marduk, the main state 
god, in the city of Babylon in order to 
symbolize the capture of the people and 
the defeat of their gods. In the case of 
the Jews, a capture of Temple vessels 
served the same purpose. (This practice 
may underlie the stories of Belshaz-
zar’s feast in Daniel 5 and the return of 
the Temple furnishings in Ezra 1–6.)

Marduk
The main state god of the 
Babylonians during the 
reign of Nebuchadnezzar. 
It was to his temple in the 
city of Babylon that the 
Temple furnishings and 
vessels from the Temple of 
Solomon were carried fol-
lowing the destruction of 
the Temple in 587 BC.
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There would have been a succes-
sion of crises for those Jews who re-
mained in Jerusalem and Judah during 
the exile. The famous ancient Jewish 
historian, Josephus, suggested that Ne-
buchadnezzar was back in Palestine 
again in 582, probably in reprisal for the 
murder of Gedaliah, the Jewish gover-
nor he left in charge after the siege of 
587. The historical evidence, then, sug-
gests a series of traumatic events were 
experienced by the Jews—whether in 
exile or back in the land, including the 
kidnapping of the prophet Jeremiah 
who was taken to Egypt.

What is known about the end of the 
Babylonian exile is that the Persians 
eventually invaded Babylon and al-
lowed at least some of the exiled Jews 
to return to their homeland (see Ezra 
1–6). The Persians even sponsored 
some of the caravans that returned to 
Judah, complete with some of the holy 
items from the Temple that were origi-
nally captured by the Babylonians. The 
condition of the land and community 
found in Judah upon the exiles’ return 
is difficult to assess. It is often pre-
sumed that some form of religious life 
continued in the ruins of the Temple, 
but there is no direct evidence of it. 
Some conflict broke out between those 
who returned from exile and those who 
had been left behind in Judah (see Ezra 
4). The exiles and former exiles who 
had remained faithful to YHWH dur-
ing the time of captivity are known as 
God’s remnant, the remnant spoken 
of by the prophets, including Isaiah:

A remnant will return, a remnant of  
 Jacob,

 to the mighty God. (Is 10:21)

This history of this period—from 
exile to return—was detailed in the Bi-
ble by several important books. The First 
and Second Books of Chronicles, Ezra, 
and Nehemiah come from the time after 
the exile. They provide details about the 
challenges faced by the Jewish people 
as they resettled in Judah. They, along 
with the first six chapters of the Book of 
Daniel and the Books of Tobit, Judith, 
and Esther, all carry messages meant 
to inspire people to remain faithful and 
brave during troublesome times. The lat-
ter books tell more of different ways the 
Jews survived while under the rule of 
foreigners. More details of these biblical 
books is provided in the sections below.

Reflect
What are modern situations of 
people in exile that parallel the ex-
perience of the Jews in Babylonian 
captivity?

Chronicles, Ezra, 
and Nehemiah
Both Books of Chronicles once formed 
a single work with Ezra and Nehemi-
ah. The author of Chronicles, a priest 
from Jerusalem, wrote sometime in 
the fourth century BC with the intent 
of writing a sacred history that focused 
on the Jews as a priestly people. Two 
of the main religious themes were true 
worship and true kingship in Israel.

remnant
The exiles and former ex-
iles who remained faith-
ful to YHWH during the 
time of captivity and who 
are expected to restore 
Jerusalem.
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The Books of 1 and 2 Chronicles instructed the 
post-exilic generation to learn from their history, espe-
cially that the people’s happiness depends on its true 
fidelity to God. God does honor his covenants. How-
ever, he also punishes idolatry and disobedience of the 
Law, as the history of both the northern and southern 
kingdoms showed.

The present order of the Books of Ezra and Ne-
hemiah assumes that Ezra came first, though histori-
cally Nehemiah probably did. Nehemiah describes the 
rebuilding of Jerusalem and introduces religious re-
forms, after which Ezra came to reestablish the faith 
of the people, based on the “scrolls of the Law.”

The Book of Ezra begins with Cyrus of Persia’s 
decree to let the Jews return home. Chapters 1–6 of 
Ezra detail the first two groups of exiles returning 
home, one led by Sheshbazzar (538 BC) and the other 
by Zerubbabel (around 520 BC). These chapters also 
tell some of the problems the returning exiles met in 
trying to rebuild the Temple (Ezr 4). The Temple was 
completed in 515 BC, helped by the urging of the 
prophets Haggai and Zechariah. However, the Temple 
lacked the splendor of Solomon’s Temple.

Around 445 BC, Nehemiah persuaded the Persian 
king Artaxerxes I to make him the governor of Judah. 
Though opposed by the Samaritans, Nehemiah then pro-
ceeded to oversee the rebuilding of the walls of the Tem-
ple. This accomplishment reestablished the autonomy 
of the Jewish nation in the Promised Land. Nehemiah 
served two twelve-year terms as governor, concluding 
in 417 BC. Nehemiah 17 and 11–13 provide a biograph-
ical sketch of his rise to and time in leadership.

Ezra was a priest who came to Jerusalem either 
soon after Nehemiah or during the reign of the Persian 
king Artaxerxes II, probably around 398 BC. Ezra is 
credited with restoring the practice of the Torah and 
with vigorously reforming the Jewish faith. He is 
called the “second Moses.” Among Ezra’s reforms:

• First, he forbade mixed marriages, and even dis-
solved Jewish marriages with non-Jews.

• Second, he forbade unnecessary mingling with 
foreign nations.

His intent was to establish the purity of the Jews as 
God’s People. He was concerned with the survival of the 
Jewish nation. He unified them and gave them a spiritual 
vision that helped preserve them as a distinct nation.

Chapters 8–10 of the Book of Nehemiah describe 
Ezra’s greatest achievement: the promulgation of the 
Torah. Ezra read the Law. The people of Jerusalem 
confessed their failure to live the Law. Finally, the 
people rededicated themselves to the Law and prom-
ised to observe its precepts. Ezra established the Torah 
as the constitution of Judaism.

Daniel 1–6
The Book of Daniel is divided into two sections of sto-
ries and apocalyptic visions (see “Daniel,” pages 165–
66) and was finished between the years of 167 and 
164 BC, though it is set in the royal household during 
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the Babylonian exile four hundred years earlier. Chap-
ters 1 to 6 are built around Daniel, a young Hebrew 
taken into the Babylonian king’s service where he dis-
tinguishes himself by his interpretation of dreams and 
prophecy. Daniel and his companions very carefully 
observe Jewish laws in spite of opposition from oth-
ers in the royal court. For example, in chapter 1, rather 
than eating the king’s food and wine (which has not 
been prepared according to the Law), Daniel and his 
friends eat only vegetables and water for ten days to 
prove that by obeying God’s laws they will be even 
healthier than the others in the court.

In chapter 6, Daniel refuses to worship pagan idols 
and disobeys the petition of the king not to address 
petitions to God for thirty days. He continues to pray 
in his room three times a day until the men who have 
promoted the petition of the king (expressly to be able 
to punish Daniel) catch him in the act. Though the 
king hates to punish his faithful servant, he is bound 
by the law he has signed. Before casting Daniel into 
the lions’ den, the king says to him: “May your God, 
whom you serve so constantly, save you” (Dn 6:17).

God sends an angel to keep the lions’ mouths 
closed so that Daniel will not be hurt. The message of 
this story, as with the others in chapters 1 to 6, is that 
cooperation with civil authorities combined with faith-
ful prayer and obedience to God’s Law will protect the 
Jews and allow them to survive and even thrive under 
foreign rule. It is likely that the stories about Daniel 
are much older than the apocalyptic visions in chap-
ters 7 to 12.

Tobit
The Book of Tobit is written as a religious novel. 

It is a deuterocanonical book from the second or third 
century BC. In 1948–1955, fragments of the book in 
Aramaic were found near the Dead Sea. As with the 
stories in Daniel 1–6, Tobit emphasizes the benefits of 
traditional forms of Jewish piety—prayer, fasting, and 

almsgiving. Its message is that God will never aban-
don his people as long as they remain faithful to him.

Tobit is set at the time of the fall of the northern 
kingdom to the Assyrians. It is actually two stories. 
The characters—Tobit, his wife, Anna, and their son, 
Tobiah—are deported to Nineveh. Their story takes 
place there. Tobit suffers several trials, including 
blindness from cataracts. But Tobit is persecuted as a 
kind and just man who cares deeply for his community 
in exile.

In another city some miles away, a young woman, 
Sarah, also experiences misfortune. All seven of the 
men she has married have died on her wedding night 
at the hands of a jealous demon. The stories come to-
gether when Tobiah marries Sarah, survives the wed-
ding night under the protection of the angel Raphael, 
defeats the demon, and returns home with Sarah to 
help his father regain his sight. These tales contain 
some striking insights about living as a faithful minor-
ity in a foreign land.

In chapter 13, Tobit praises God in a joyful prayer. 
It, too, reminds the Jews of the need to remain faithful 
in spite of hardships:

He scourged you for your iniquities,
 but will again have mercy on you all.
He will gather you from all the Gentiles
 among whom you have been scattered.
When you turn back to him with all your heart,
 to do what is right before him,
Then he will turn back to you,
 and no longer hide his face from you. (Tb 13:5–6)

The religious message is that the virtue of God’s Peo-
ple will triumph over the sinfulness of their oppressors 
and their own sinfulness.

Judith
The Book of Judith tells another story with a mes-
sage about what the Jews must do to survive life in 
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the Diaspora under foreign rule. The story introduces 
a fictional woman named Judith (“Jewish woman”) in 
chapter 8, after King Nebuchadnezzar’s general Ho-
lofernes has besieged the Jews for thirty-four days 
and cut off their water supply rather than attack them 
directly and risk the loss of his soldiers. As the peo-
ple perish, the Jews are considering surrender. Judith 
chides the Jews for their inaction and promises that 
YHWH will save his people through her.

Faithfulness to YHWH, as in the other stories de-
scribed above, was paramount in the protection of the 
Jews living in the Diaspora. But Judith does more than 
resist passively. After praying, she actively stands up 
for her faith on behalf of God’s People. She disguis-
es herself, enters the enemy camp, and beheads Ho-
lofernes (Jdt 13:4–10). This type of proactive response 
is interspersed in the historical events related to the 
Jews living under foreign rule in the centuries prior to 
the birth of Christ.

Esther
The Book of Esther is another example of a story 
whose message says it is better for the Jews to negoti-
ate with foreign kings and function religiously under 
foreign rule than to oppose them with military force 
or other forms of extreme nationalism. The story is 
set in Persia during the reign of Ahasuerus (or Xerx-
es I). Esther, a beautiful Jewish maiden, is chosen to 
replace the former queen of Persia. Meanwhile, Aha-
suerus, because of the influence of a power-hungry as-
sistant named Haman, has decreed that all Jews should 
be obliterated. Haman targets the Jews for destruction 
because Mordecai, Esther’s uncle, refuses to kneel in 
worship to him.

Esther persuades the king to reverse the decision 
(Est 6–8). The king—because of his love for Esther—
spares the Jews, and Haman is hanged instead. The 
Jews celebrate this triumph with a great feast (Est 9). 
The feast is the origin of the Jewish spring festival 

Purim, which means “lots” (referring to the lot that 
Haman drew to determine the day to slaughter the 
Jews).

The message of Esther is much the same as the 
one in the Book of Daniel: cooperation with the civ-
il rulers and refusal to compromise in religious mat-
ters, combined with the traditional elements of Jewish 
faith—prayer, fasting, and almsgiving—will ensure 
God’s protection. There is another similarity between 
the two stories. In both stories, it is not the king whom 
the Jews have to fear; it is the unscrupulous, jealous, 
or power-hungry men who surround the king that 
threaten the Jews’ survival.

Esther is also unique because it exists in two 
forms—a Hebrew edition and a longer Greek edition. 
The Greek text is not simply added to the end of the 
Hebrew text; it is interspersed within it. In the New 
American Bible, the added text appears in chapters A 
through F, which interrupt the numbered chapters of 
the Hebrew story.

 Review
1. What is known about the end of the 

Babylonian exile?

2. Who are the remnant?

3. Identify Ezra, his reforms, and his greatest 
achievement.

4. How is the Book of Daniel divided?

5. Where is the Book of Tobit set?

6. What response did the fictional woman Judith 
take against God’s enemies?

7. How is the message of the Book of Esther sim-
ilar to the one in the Book of Daniel?
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Tracing Jewish  
History to the  
Roman Rule
The final historical books of the Old 
Testament are the First and Second 
Books of Maccabees, written about 
100 BC, which contain independent ac-
counts of the attempted suppression of 
the Jewish people in the second century 
BC. The original version of 1 Macca-
bees was apparently written in Hebrew, 
though that edition was lost. The earli-
est translation was from pre-Christian 
times and written in Greek. The au-
thor, probably a Palestinian Jew, is un-
known. The Books of Maccabees have 
always been accepted by the Catholic 
Church as inspired, but not by Jews and 
Protestants, as they were not included 
in the Jewish canon of books from the 
end of the first century AD.

As mentioned, the Books of Mac-
cabees address a very particular time 
in Jewish history—the second century 
BC. The next sections surround the era 
of the Maccabees by detailing more of 
Jewish history from the end of the Per-
sian rule through the rise of Alexander 
the Great and Hellenism to the coming 
of the Romans in 63 BC.

Under Persian Rule
The Persian Period lasted over two 
hundred years, from the time of Cyrus’s 
conquest of Babylon in 539 until the 
conquests of Alexander the Great in 
333 BC. Little is known about what 

daily life was like under the Persians. 
As mentioned before, the most signifi-
cant sources are the biblical books of 
Ezra and Nehemiah, and these short 
works do not report the general condi-
tions of living under the Persian Em-
pire. At least part of the oral tradition 
that formed the stories of Daniel 1–6 
may reflect conditions in the Persian 
Period, but it is difficult to be certain. 
Finally, 1 and 2 Chronicles were writ-
ten in the Persian Period, but they are 
concerned with earlier history.

The Persians controlled vast 
amounts of land extending from Egypt 
in the West to the Indus River in the 
East. Palestine was part of a large Per-
sian province known as “Beyond the 
River.” The Jews did have a fair amount 
of religious and personal freedom, al-
though they were without political 
rights. The official Persian religion was 
Zoroastrianism, a religion that held 
that the universe was caught in a con-
stant struggle between light and dark-
ness. The influence of this religion on 
the Jews can be seen in their growing 
belief in angels and in the larger role 
assigned to Satan, the fallen angel. By 
the second century BC, the Books of 
Daniel and 2 Maccabees clearly stated 
these beliefs.

Reflect
How do you think you would adapt 
if you lived under a government 
that did not allow you to practice 
your religion?

Zoroastrianism
The official religion of the 
Persian Empire, which un-
derstood the universe to be 
caught in a constant strug-
gle between light and dark-
ness. Jewish belief in angels 
and in Satan’s influence can 
be traced to the influence 
of this foreign religion.
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The Beginning of 
Hellenization
The famous conqueror Alexander the 
Great brought sweeping changes to the 
region. His time of campaigns was a 
short nine years (334–323 BC) but he 
conquered massive amounts of terri-
tory: Asia Minor in 334 BC; Phoenicia, 
Palestine, and Egypt by 333–332 BC; 
the crushing defeat of the Persian army 
and the ensuing capture of Babylon, 
Susa, and Persepolis by 331 BC. One 
ancient legend of Alexander tells that 
when he reached northern India and re-
alized there were no more lands to con-
quer, he wept.

Alexander introduced Greek ide-
als, language, learning, dress, and 
customs to the people whose lands he 
controlled. Greek athletic contests be-
came popular, and the common Greek 
language, koine, became the official 
language of the Near East. (The pro-
cess of imposing Greek culture on 
conquered civilizations is called Hel-
lenization.) Greek remained the com-
mon language of the Middle East 
until AD 500, when it was supplanted 
by Latin. The Septuagint translation 
of the Hebrew scriptures and the en-
tire New Testament were written in 
Greek. As a result of the extent of 
Alexander’s empire and the success 
of his policy of Hellenization, all of 
Western culture retains the influence 
of Greek thought, learning, values, 
and ideals to this day.

The principal biblical sources de-
scribing Hellenistic influence on the 
Jews are the First and Second Books 
of Maccabees and the Wisdom books 
of Solomon. The First Book of Mac-
cabees was written to describe events 
from the Jewish revolt in 167 down to 
the period of John Hyrcanus (134–104 
BC), the first ruler of the brief Jewish 
dynasty known as the Hasmoneans. 
The Second Book of Maccabees fo-
cuses mostly on the events of the re-
volt itself, but has a more pious tone 
than 1 Maccabees. The Jewish histo-
rian Josephus, who lived during the 
time of Christ, provides more infor-
mation about this period. However, 
his sources are sometimes called into 
question, and like the New Testament 
as a whole, he comes from the later 
Roman Period.

Upon his death at the young age 
of thirty-three, Alexander’s vast em-
pire was divided among his gener-
als. Although there were periods of 

Septuagint
The oldest, complete edi-
tion of the Old Testament, 
it is a Greek transla-
tion of earlier Hebrew 
texts, probably written 
in Alexandria during the 
time of Ptolemaic rule over 
Palestine. The word itself, 
Septuagint, is Latin for 
“seventy,” which refers to 
the traditional story that 
seventy scholars from 
the Promised Land were 
brought to Alexandria to 
accomplish this translation.
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cooperation between them, there were 
many incidents in which one general 
would dispute with another to try to re-
establish control of a larger territory.

The two generals that had the most 
effect on the Jews were Ptolemy, who 
ruled in Egypt, and Seleucus who ruled 
from Syria and controlled large parts of 
Alexander’s eastern empire (Mesopo-
tamia and the Northern Palestine/Leba-
non territories). Once again, geography 
became destiny. The struggles between 
these two ruling dynasties over the lit-
tle strip of land that was Palestine de-
termined the fate of the Jews for the 
next few centuries.

The Rule of the 
Ptolemies
The Ptolemies, rulers in the dynasty 
that descended from Alexander’s gen-
eral Ptolemy, controlled Palestine from 
about 320–200 BC. The Ptolemies 
were known for retaining strong, cen-
tralized economic control of their ter-
ritories and laying heavy taxes on the 
occupied people. However, the Ptol-
emies also allowed religious autono-
my and apparently made no outright 
efforts to impose Hellenization on the 
Jews. However, whether forced or not, 
the Jews themselves divided into rul-
ing factions over the issue of Greek 
influence. One group began to adopt 
Greek customs—games, plays, athlet-
ics, and philosophy. Another group was 
staunchly opposed to Greek assimila-
tion and remained strictly loyal to Jew-
ish practices and customs. Of course, 

Greek culture inevitably had some in-
fluence even on the traditional factions, 
and other groups formed as well.

The Egyptian city of Alexandria 
also came under the rule of the Ptol-
emies. Alexandria was to become a 
great seaboard city—the “Jewel of 
the Mediterranean”—and an impor-
tant cultural and economic center. 
One of the most important develop-
ments under the Ptolemies was the 
construction and maintenance of the 
great Library of Alexandria, but it 
was a cultural and economic center as 
well as a busy port.

The Jews in Palestine were free 
to immigrate to Alexandria. A Jew-
ish community began to grow there as 
many Jews settled in Alexandria to take 
advantage of its cultural and economic 
opportunities. The Alexandrian Jewish 
community would remain an important 
center of Jewish culture in the Diaspora 
for centuries after this. It is likely that 
the Book of Wisdom originated in Al-
exandria around 100 BC. Most likely, 
the great task of translating the Hebrew 
scriptures into Greek was also under-
taken in Alexandria. (See “The Septua-
gint,” page 119).

Ptolemies
The dynasty descending 
from Ptolemy I, a gen-
eral under Alexander the 
Great, that ruled Egypt and 
Palestine from 320 to 200 
BC, when they lost control 
of the land to the Syrian 
Empire.

Dead Sea Scrolls
Ancient scrolls containing 
the oldest known manu-
scripts of the books of the 
Old Testament in Hebrew. 
They were discovered in 
caves near Qumran on the 
Dead Sea between 1947 and 
1953.
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Seleucid Rule
The Seleucid rulers, who based their part of the old 
Alexandrian Empire in Babylon and the Eastern cit-
ies, also ruled over much of Syria. In approximately 
200 BC, these rulers drove out the Egyptian-based 

Ptolemies and came into power in Palestine under the 
leadership of Antiochus III. While the Jews hailed the 
Seleucids as liberators at first, Jewish life under Seleu-
cid rule deteriorated rapidly. The Roman Empire was 
also increasingly becoming a strong and forbidding 

THE SEPTuaGINT
The Septuagint (Latin for “seventy”) is the term used to refer to 
the Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures. It is often indicated 
by simply using the Roman numeral LXX. Until the discovery of the 
dead Sea Scrolls, the Greek versions of the Old Testament were the 
oldest actual manuscripts available for doing textual analysis of the 
Bible in ancient languages. They are still the oldest complete edi-
tions of the Bible.

The legend of the Septuagint appears in a book known as the 
“Letter to Aristeas.” This work says that the Ptolemies were deeply 
disturbed to find that the Library of Alexandria did not include the 
great writings of the Jews. So they brought seventy-two Hebrew 
elders (six from each tribe) to Egypt and commissioned them to 
translate the Bible into Greek. (These seventy-two translators are 
where the Septuagint gets its name.) The translators divided into 
teams, and when they were finished, a miracle had occurred. Each 
of their translations was exactly the same! Though a delightful story, the only probably historical 
basis to the tale was that the Septuagint was produced in Egypt in the time of the Ptolemaic rule 
over Palestine.

In actuality, the writing of the Septuagint does not appear to have been a well-organized ef-
fort. There are indications of many different translators at work on the various books. There were 
clearly multiple attempts to translate similar passages. The resulting earliest work—known as the 
“Old Greek”—was itself often criticized and re-translated by others.

There are some interesting curiosities about the Greek versions of the scriptures. For example, 
material that was written at a later period—closer to the time of the Septuagint translation—was 
added to a number of older books. The Book of Esther, for example, grew to almost twice the size 
of the Hebrew version. Daniel picked up a number of new chapters. Whole books, such as Sirach, 
Tobit, Judith, and the Maccabean literature, were all eventually made a part of this collection. This 
expanded collection of books became for Christians the “Old Testament.”

These additional books and passages are what makes the “Catholic Bible” different from the 
“Protestant Bible.” It is not that Catholics “added” these additional books; rather, Martin Luther 
and the Protestants removed them in the sixteenth century. Today these books that are unique to 
the Greek versions of the Old Testament are known as “apocryphal” books.
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presence in the region. It was 
during this time that his-

torical events began to 
get complicated.

There was consid-
erable internal turmoil 
among the Jewish 
community in Pales-
tine early in the reign 

of the Seleucids over 
the issue of control of 

large sums of Temple 
funds. The Temple acted as 

the most secure “bank” for the 
Jews in this region, and thus considerable sums of 
money were accumulated in Temple treasuries. This 
made the Temple and its administrators prime targets 
of the Seleucid rulers. (Temples of most religions 
throughout the region also served as the local “bank” 
so they were nearly always prime targets for outside 
conquerors who often went to the temple, first, when 
they invaded a city.)

Inevitably, a struggle broke out among Jewish fac-
tions over who would be the high priest and thus earn 
the right to negotiate financial and trade deals with the 
Seleucids. There were other key administrative posi-
tions for Jews to seek as well—such as the right to 
collect taxes. A tax collector’s reward was to keep 
whatever he collected beyond the obligations to the 
government. Obviously, the potential for abuse under 
such a system was very great.

These internal debates were made worse by the 
fact that a growing faction of Jews continued to be 
more Hellenized in attitude, practice, and outlook. 
Accompanying this, some of these Jews became less 
and less scrupulous about the observation of tradi-
tional Jewish practice and rites. Such Hellenistic 
attitudes inevitably drew a reaction from more tra-
ditional Jews. After all, the Jewish people had lived 

under pagan imperial control since 587 BC. They had 
no real ruler, and did not control their land, so their 
traditions and faith were the centerpieces of their ex-
istence. This placed the Temple at the center of the 
political and religious controversies of both groups 
of Jews.

Antiochus IV and the  
Impending Revolt
The Temple debates led to two opposing Jewish fac-
tions confronting each other: the Hellenized Jews and 
a more militant traditional group. The confrontation 
came to the forefront when a wealthy Jewish family 
(the house of Tobiah) who had created their financial 
dynasty from their business dealings with the Helle-
nistic administration attempted to remove Onias III 
as high priest. The more traditionalist Jewish fami-
lies considered Onias to be the legitimate head of the 
Temple.

Both Jewish factions appealed to the Seleucids for 
support. But the Seleucid family at the time was also 
unstable. Antiochus III died and was followed by Se-
leucus IV. But Seleucus IV was soon killed, probably 
by the one who then assumed the throne, the infamous 
Antiochus IV who called himself “Epiphanes” (“God 
is with us”).

In order to consolidate his power, Antiochus IV 
acted quickly in dealing with the Jews. When Onias 
came to Antioch to appeal for his rightful role as the 
high priest, Antiochus IV imprisoned him, and ap-
pointed Onias’s brother Jason as the high priest, most 
likely because he had been bribed by Jason and his 
supporters. Jason was sympathetic to the Hellenized 
Jews. Three years later a powerful family called the 
Tobiads outbid Jason, and the disastrous Menelaus 
was made high priest. Menelaus further enraged the 
more traditional Jews by his support of Greek tradi-
tions. He even cooperated with Antiochus IV in the 

Antiochus III
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construction of Greek shrines in Jerusalem and the 
looting in the Temple.

Antiochus IV was as zealous about Hellenization 
as Alexander the Great had been. Believing that the 
Jews were the cause of many of his problems (includ-
ing his unsuccessful efforts to take control of Egypt), 
he virtually banned the practice of traditional Jewish 
religion. He forbade study of the Law, observance of 
the Sabbath, circumcision of male children, and Tem-
ple sacrifice (unless it was pagan sacrifice).

It is likely that Antiochus IV was acting under 
the advice of some of his Hellenized Jewish support-
ers, who wanted to gain a permanent advantage over 
the traditionalist Jews. In fact, among the Jews who 
were attracted to Greek culture, Antiochus IV’s pol-
icies met with little or no resistance. Among these 
“modernist” Jews, Greek dress and participation in 
the gymnasium were popular. (Some of these Jewish 
males even had surgery to reverse their circumcisions 
in order to avoid embarrassment when participat-
ing in athletics in the nude!) Those who participat-
ed in athletics at the gymnasium had to recognize 
the Greek gods who were the gymnasium’s patrons. 
Worship of false gods was the greatest abomination 
to traditional Jews.

The policies instituted by Antiochus IV were cer-
tainly brutal in their own right. But it is important to 
understand that some of Antiochus IV’s mandates 
were instituted in response to the internal conflict 
among the Jews that Antiochus was determined to use 
to his own advantage.

Reflect
Give an example of how internal bickering dam-
aged the unity of a group of people that you 
belonged to.

From the Maccabees to  
Roman Control
The conditions of internal conflict and resentment 
over the barbarous mandates of Antiochus IV were 
soon to reach their boiling points. Antiochus certain-
ly did not understand the uncompromising nature of 
Jewish monotheism, the belief in YHWH alone. As 
Jewish resistance to his policies mounted, Antiochus 
enacted sterner measures. When Antiochus suffered 
the humiliating forced withdrawal of his troops from 
Egypt at the order of the Romans near 167 BC, he 
blamed the Jews. He then unleashed his army on the 
Jews in Jerusalem and issued an edict forbidding the 
practice of Judaism in all traditional forms. Jews were 
even forced to eat foods forbidden by the Law (2 Mc 
6:18–7:42).

The final offense came when an altar to Zeus 
was erected in the Temple in Jerusalem and unclean 
swine’s flesh was sacrificed on it. Jews considered 

Antiochus IV
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this act to be an “abomination of deso-
lation” that defiled the entire Temple. 
The First Book of Maccabees describes 
some of the desperation of the tradi-
tional Jews’ situation:

. . . the king erected the horri-
ble abomination upon the altar 
of holocausts, and in the sur-
rounding cities of Judah they 
built pagan altars. They also 
burnt incense at the doors of 
houses and in the streets. Any 
scrolls of the law which they 
found they tore up and burnt. 
Whoever was found with a 
scroll of the covenant, and 
whoever observed the law, was 
condemned to death by royal 
decree. So they used their pow-
er against Israel, against those 
who were caught, each month, 
in the cities. . . . But many in 
Israel were determined and 
resolved in their hearts not to 
eat anything unclean; they pre-
ferred to die rather than to be 
defiled with unclean food or to 
profane the holy covenant; and 
they did die. Terrible affliction 
was upon Israel. (1 Mc 1:54–
58; 62–63)

Judas Maccabeus
In the village of Modin, north of Jerusa-
lem, a revolt against the Seleucid pow-
ers broke out, led by Mattathias and his 
sons. Mattathias, a local priest of the 
family later known as the Hasmoneans, 

refused the order to sacrifice to Greek 
gods and killed the king’s officer who 
came to his village to enforce it. Mat-
tathias called all Jews who were loyal 
to their faith to resist and fight against 
Antiochus. Support also came from a 
group known as the hasidim (“loyal 
ones”). This group was probably the 
forerunners of both the Pharisees and 
Essenes, later Jewish sects with simi-
larly resistant positions against Helle-
nistic influences, but tended to be less 
militant.

When Mattathias died shortly after 
the revolt began, leadership passed to 
one of his five sons, Judas, who turned 
out to be a brilliant military strate-
gist. Judas was called “Maccabeus,” 
which may be translated as “the Ham-
mer.” A series of victories by Macca-
beus against local military forces led to 
revolutionary control of the Temple in 
Jerusalem in December 164 BC, three 
years to the month from the time that 
the Temple was profaned.

After the Temple’s purification and 
rededication, the Jews offered sacri-
fices there again. This event is still 
commemorated by Jews in the celebra-
tion of “Hanukkah,” the Festival of 
Lights. According to Jewish tradition, 
a miracle occurred at the rededication 
of the Temple. The lamp, which was 
supposed to burn in the Holy of Ho-
lies, was fueled with a special oil. But 
when the Maccabees had purified the 
Temple and were ready to rededicate 
it, they found only enough oil to fuel 
the lamp for one day. Despite this, the 

hasidim
A Hebrew word meaning 
“loyal ones.” It refers to a 
group who supported the 
Maccabees in the military 
effort against Antiochus IV. 
They also were probably 
the core members of the 
later group known as the 
Essenes.

Pharisees
 A group of Jews whose re-
sponse to foreign rule was 
one of cultural and religious 
separatism. They valued 
adherence to the Law, and 
exhibited great respect for 
teachers and interpreters 
of the Torah. They were 
responsible for the intro-
duction of rabbis and syna-
gogues into the cultural life 
of the Jews.

Essenes
 A group of Jews whose 
resistance to foreign in-
fluence took them to the 
extreme position of liv-
ing in entirely separate 
communities in the des-
ert around the Dead Sea. 
Probably, they were the 
ones who hid the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, which were not dis-
covered until the middle of 
the twentieth century.
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lamp remained lit throughout the days of celebration, 
until more could be made. Today’s menorah has nine 
candles. One is used for lighting the other eight, the 
number of days the oil miraculously lasted during 
the Maccabees’ celebration of the rededication of the 
Temple (1 Mc 4:36–59).

Even though the Temple was liberated and some 
elements of traditional Jewish practice were restored, 
the conflict between the Maccabees and the central 
Seleucid administration continued to rage on. Judas 
eventually sent a delegation to Rome in order to secure 
a treaty (1 Mc 8:17–32). This may be an indication that 
Judas had more than religious motivations in mind; 
he was now acting like an independent statesman and 
may have had nationalist aspirations. When Judas was 
killed in battle in 160 BC, the open military element of 
the revolt ended. But the leadership that the revolt had 
created in the Maccabean family—the descendents of 
Mattathias known as the “Hasmoneans”—remained 
a permanent element in the political life of Palestine 
from 160 until the Romans determined to rule Pales-
tine directly in 63 BC.

The Maccabees
After Judas died, his brother Jonathan led the Jews for 
seventeen years. He was the first of several rulers who 
oversaw a return of a certain level of Jewish indepen-
dence to Palestine after the centuries of subjection to 
Persian and Greek rule.

Jewish independence was not yet complete. The 
Seleucid government still influenced Jewish leaders. 
Two pretenders to the Seleucid throne—Alexander 
Balas and Demetrius—sought Jonathan’s support. 
Jonathan chose to support Demetrius. He was reward-
ed with the title of high priest and allowed to assemble 
an army. When Jonathan was killed, Simon, the last 
surviving son of Mattathias, took over as high priest. 
In 141 BC Simon’s forces overthrew the remaining 
Syrian fortifications and proclaimed the long awaited 

Jewish independence, winning decrees of indepen-
dence from both the Syrians and Rome (1 Mc 13–16):

Thus in the year one hundred and seventy, the 
yoke of the Gentiles was removed from Israel, 
and the people began to write in their records 
and contracts, “In the first year of Simon, high 
priest, governor, and leader of the Jews.” (1 
Mc 13:41–42)

Though the Maccabees were not of the David-
ic line, some officials and Jews decreed that Simon 
would be their permanent leader and high priest “until 
a true prophet arises” (1 Mc 14:42). This may have an-
gered some more traditional Jews and seems to have 
led to the development of the Essene movement, a sect 
that lived in the desert and survived until the second 
century AD.
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Simon did establish a period of 
peaceful rule until he was assassinated 
by his son-in-law in 134 BC. He was 
succeeded by his son, John Hyrcanus, 
who is considered the first ruler of a 
semi-independent Judea in the Hasmo-
nean Dynasty.

Hasmonean Dynasty
John Hyrcanus ruled until 128 BC. 
Although Judea had official declara-
tions of independence from both Syria 
and Rome, for all practical purposes, 
John Hyrcanus was a puppet king to 
these larger empires, much as Zedekiah 
was in 587 BC. John Hyrcanus began 
a campaign to expand Jewish territo-
ries, eventually nearly replicating the 
land Israel held at the time of King Da-
vid. His forces subdued the Edomites, 
causing the males to be circumcised 
and forcing all to obey the Law. (This 
forced conversion of the Edomites, or 
Idumeans, would come back to haunt 
the Jews in the person of Herod, who 
was an Idumean and a hated ruler over 
the Jews a century later.) John Hyrca-
nus led the destruction of the Samaritan 
temple at Mount Gerizim. He also re-
newed the treaty that Judas Maccabeus 
had made with the Roman Senate.

The Hasmonean kings following 
John Hyrcanus were equally involved 
in political gains and nationalism. His 
successors sanctioned even more moral 
decay within Judaism, acting like the 
political and economic modernists they 
initially defeated. The Hasmoneans co-
operated with Greek leaders, and they 

often assisted the Seleucid dynasty in 
battle as a loyal ally. Nationalism, it 
seems, once again created circumstanc-
es of compromise.

Internally, the Jewish population 
was reacting to these political and re-
ligious measures in different ways. 
The reactions led to the development 
of Jewish sects that remained active 
through Jesus’ time. The Sadducees 
were originally an aristocratic group of 
wealthy Jerusalem Jews who viewed 
the strict letter of the Torah and the 
Temple sacrifices to be the most im-
portant institutions in Jewish life. They 
denied the doctrine of an afterlife or 
resurrection of the dead because these 
teachings were not found in the Torah. 
The Sadducees were supporters of the 
Hasmonean king Alexander Janneus, 
and Alexander responded by favoring 
their status.

The Pharisees (from the term parash 
for “separate”) rivaled the Sadducees. 
They openly opposed the religious and 
political policies of Alexander Janneus 
for which they paid a severe price. Al-
exander had several hundred Pharisees 
executed by crucifixion because of their 
opposition. Alexander’s wife, Salome, 
however, reconciled with the Pharisees 
during her reign as queen and allowed 
them to have the dominant hand in de-
termining local policy.

The Pharisees established much of 
their identity during this time, an iden-
tity that would be prevalent in New 
Testament times. The particular em-
phasis of the Pharisees was on study 

Hasmonean Dynasty
Descendants of the 
Maccabees who ruled in 
Judea after the ousting of 
the last of the Syrians in 
141 BC until the establish-
ment of Roman authority 
in 63 BC. John Hyrcanus 
was the first ruler in this 
dynasty and ruled until 128 
BC.

Sadducees
Originally an aristocratic 
group of wealthy Jews in 
Jerusalem who favored 
strict adherence to the let-
ter of the Torah and re-
garded Temple worship 
as essential to Jewish life. 
They denied such doctrines 
as the Resurrection and the 
existence of angels because 
those subjects cannot be 
found in the Torah.
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and interpretation of the Law. The 
Pharisees exhibited a great respect for 
their learned teachers and preserved the 
written commentaries of these teachers 
with a reverence almost equal to that 
which they accorded the older Scrip-
tures themselves. The Pharisees also 
placed a strong emphasis on pious re-
ligious rites in the home—for example, 
washings and prayers before meals. 
The Pharisees eventually introduced 
two new institutions into Jewish reli-
gious practice: a local meeting place 
designed for prayer and study known as 
the synagogue and a local leader who 
was revered for his piety and learning, 
eventually called a rabbi. Jesus him-
self was most likely raised within the 
Pharisaic tradition of Jewish faith and 
practice. St. Paul and other early Chris-
tians certainly came from that back-
ground, as well.

As mentioned in “Judas Maccabe-
us” on page 122, a group known as the 

Essenes reacted to the internal bicker-
ing and secularism within Jerusalem 
by withdrawing from Jerusalem com-
pletely. The Essenes went to the desert 
around the Dead Sea, bringing copies 
of most of the books that would later 
be made into the Old Testament. They 
also wrote and studied bizarre apoca-
lyptic books about the coming devas-
tation they believed would place them 
back in authority in Palestine—a great 
battle between “The Sons of Darkness” 
and “The Sons of Light.” This desert 
community is usually considered re-
sponsible for hiding the Scriptures, 
which were only discovered again be-
tween 1947 and 1953, in the caves by 
the Dead Sea.

Reflect
Share some information about the 
history of the nearest synagogue to 
your home.

synagogue
A meeting place for study 
and prayer introduced by 
the Pharisees to foster 
study of the Law and ad-
herence to the Covenant 
Code.

rabbi
The local leader of a com-
munity’s synagogue, re-
spected for his piety and 
knowledge of the Law. This 
is a position that came into 
being with the establish-
ment of the synagogues by 
the Pharisees.

THE dEad SEa SCROllS
In the spring of 1947, two teenage Bedouin boys chased a young 
goat into one of the many caves by the shore of the Dead Sea in 
Palestine. When one of the boys threw a rock into the cave to try 
to scare the young goat back out, he heard the sound of shatter-
ing pottery. When they checked to see what made the noise, the 
boys found eight earthenware jars containing parchment scrolls. 
Eventually, scrolls and fragments of scrolls containing writings in 
Hebrew and Aramaic of the Hebrew scriptures, biblical commen-
taries, and other writings were found in eleven caves in the area. 
The scrolls were sold several times to antique dealers before four 
of the scrolls eventually came into the hands of the Patriarch of 
Jerusalem. It was at that point that the scrolls began to make in-
ternational news.

Jar which contained some 
of the Dead Sea scrolls
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Roman Rule
The Hasmoneans continued to bick-
er internally. Salome (76–67 BC) ap-
pointed her elder son Hyrcanus II high 
priest. After Salome’s death, Hyrcanus 
and his younger brother Aristobulus 
II fought over power. Aristobulus be-
came king and high priest, although 
Hyrcanus continued to plot for those 
positions. All of this chaos opened the 
door for the Romans, the major mili-
tary power of the region, to intervene 
in Palestine in 63 BC.

The Roman general Pompey 
stripped the Hasmoneans of their 
power. Palestine was made part of the 
Roman province of Syria. Pompey sep-
arated the civil and religious powers in 
Judea, appointing his own high priest 
in Jerusalem and setting up a puppet 
king who had to answer to Rome. The 
Jews remained under Roman control 
until the seventh century AD, when the 
Muslim invasions began.

Rome originally ruled Jerusalem, 
Palestine, and Syria through a governor, 

These scrolls are known as the Dead Sea Scrolls or Qumran Scrolls because they were found near 
the ruins of a settlement nearby at Qumran on the shores of the Dead Sea. The Dead Sea Scrolls 
were the single most important archaeological discovery of the twentieth century (although many 
other important discoveries occurred during that period). They are important because the scrolls 
contain at least part of every single book of the Old Testament (except Esther). Some of the books 
were almost entirely complete (e.g., Isaiah), while others are only partially intact. The Dead Sea 
Scrolls provide Hebrew manuscripts of the Old Testament approximately one thousand years older 
than any Hebrew manuscript previously possessed. Biblical scholars are now able to check the previ-
ously known Hebrew versions against pieces and manuscripts so much older. The Dead Sea Scrolls are 
another valuable tool that aids our understanding of the Old Testament and supports its inerrancy 
and truth.

Almost equally important for modern historical research are the dozens of previously undiscov-
ered Scripture commentaries that were found. These commentaries were written by the Essenes—
who left Jerusalem during the Hasmonean Period, probably in protest against the corruption they 
experienced there, and who probably stored scrolls in the caves in the first place. Their bitter writ-
ings directed against the corrupt Hebrews and their leaders back in Jerusalem were often violent, 
although there is no evidence that the Essenes took violent action against the Hasmoneans. They 
considered themselves to be the “Sons of Light” who would soon engage in spiritual (and perhaps 
actual?) battle against the “Sons of Darkness.” These Essene documents help to explain the different 
ways that Jews thought about their faith in this period and how influential apocalyptic thinking was 
on some of these groups.

Almost all the Dead Sea material have now been translated into English in excellent editions with 
good notes. Only small pieces remain to be translated—a difficult task as some pieces have only a 
few letters on them.

procurator
A person charged by the 
Roman empire to manage 
estates and properties, and 
to govern minor provinces.
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Scaurus, leaving religious authority to the high priest, 
who was influenced by Antipater of Idumaea, a region 
south of Palestine. Antipater and Hyrcanus II played 
politics and Rome gave Antipater the title of procu-
rator of Judea while Hyrcanus was named ethnarch 
(“ruler of the people”) in addition to being high priest.

In 37 BC, one of Antipater’s sons, Herod, became 
king of Judea. He was aided by the Roman Octavi-
us, who became Emperor Augustus of Rome. One of 
Herod’s ten wives was a Hasmonean, but Herod him-
self had no blood ties to King David. He was a brutal 
ruler both within and outside of his own family, but 
he was noted for his building projects in and around 
Jerusalem. To gain some support from his subjects, he 
ordered the restoration of the Second Temple (origi-
nally built in 515 BC). The project was not finished 
until 63 AD, seven years before the Romans destroyed 
the Temple once again.

It was during the last days of Herod while Augus-
tus was emperor (Lk 2:1) that Jesus, a descendant of 
King David, was born. Jesus’ birth occurred in Bethle-
hem, where his foster father Joseph had gone to enroll 
in a government census.

 Review
1. What is the time frame for the Books of 

Maccabees?

2. What were the basic beliefs of 
Zoroastrianism?

3. What happened to Alexander the Great’s em-
pire after he died?

4. Describe Jewish life under the Ptolemies.

5. How did the Septuagint get its name?

6. Why was the Temple a prime target of the 
Seleucid rulers?

7. What were some of the atrocities against the 
Jews that were sanctioned by Antiochus IV?

8. What are the origins of Hanukkah?

9. Why did the decree making Simon, son of 
Mattathias, permanent leader and high priest 
anger some traditional Jews?

10. Briefly summarize the beliefs of the 
Sadducees and Pharisees.

11. What project did Herod initiate in order to 
gain some support from the Jews?

Research and Report
Complete at least two of the following assignments:

• Read each passage citing criticisms of Israel’s kings in “The ‘United’ Monarchy: Saul, 
David, and Solomon” on pages 98–103. Then write one or two sentences for each that 
explains how the king sinned against YHWH.

• Research the grievances that the colonists in the New World had against the king of 
England. How were those grievances similar to those Samuel predicted that the Israel-
ites would have if they chose a king?

• Write a report on the Iron Age. Include in the report several ways that the Iron Age 
impacted the Israelites during the time around the reign of Saul.

• Make a chart that contrasts the Israelites and Philistines in regard to origin, religion, 
culture, and warfare.
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SCRIPTuRE PRayER 
(based on 2 Samuel 22:2–4)

“O Lord, my rock, my fortress, my
  deliverer,
 my God, my rock of refuge!
My shield, the horn of my salvation,
 my stronghold, my refuge,
 my savior, from violence you keep me
  safe.”

Praise be to you, O Lord.
Amen.
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Reverence and Respect for the lord
A lesson of Wisdom literature in the Old Testament is that people 
should reverence God and respect his power.

Wisdom literature: Themes and Styles
The Wisdom literature of the Old Testament—basically moral in charac-
ter—is applicable to people of all generations.

Wisdom Books: a unique Form of Spirituality
A surprising feature of the Wisdom books is that the central themes 
and people from other places in the Old Testament rarely appear.
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Reverence and Respect 
for the lord
After the exile, the Persians and later the Greeks ruled 
over the Israelites. Then came Roman domination, 
which lasted through the life of Christ. At this time, 
Wisdom literature, a unique literary response to faith, 
emerged and became refined in the Jewish communi-
ties living in the Diaspora. Wisdom literature focused 
on four main themes: God’s creation, the natural laws, 
the future, and the meaning of life itself.

Wisdom literature was a part of many different 
cultures in the Middle East. These various cultures all 
had collections of wise sayings, proverbs, and short 
stories to help people deepen their faith and under-
stand how to live. The Jewish Wisdom authors bor-
rowed from the collections of nations such as Egypt 
and Greece, and those peoples likely borrowed from 
Jewish writings as well for additions to their own 
collections. In the Old Testament, Wisdom literature 
includes the books of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesi-
astes, Sirach, Wisdom, and Song of Songs.

While Hebrew tradition borrowed and adapted a 
great deal from the writings of other cultures, it re-
mained clear and unique about one thing:

The beginning of wisdom is the fear of the Lord,
and knowledge of the Holy One is understand-

ing. (Prv 9:10)

According to Hebrew Wisdom literature, people 
are to reverence God and respect his power. Humans 
should know that God is the Creator, and we are only 
the created. The first nine chapters of the Book of Wis-
dom express “fear of the Lord” as the moving force 
behind a wise person’s way of life.

 Review
What are four main themes of Wisdom literature?

Reflect
Describe life’s moving force, the “fear of the 
Lord,” in positive terms.
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Wisdom literature: 
Themes and Styles
The purpose of Wisdom literature is fairly clear. Wis-
dom literature has to do with gaining what is called, in 
Hebrew, hokma (“wisdom”). The wisdom described 
is basically moral in character, involving lessons in 
truth, moderation, prudence, and kindness.

Many people seek guidelines, proverbs, or gen-
eral principles to help them determine the best way to 
live their lives. Some may ask an older or more expe-
rienced person for his or her opinion of a decision or 
an idea. Sometimes a favored teacher or coach will 
impart lasting wisdom through short sentences that 
are often repeated frequently enough that they are 
committed to memory.

The Book of Proverbs is precisely that—a collec-
tion of short, wise sayings—so it is a good place to be-
gin looking at Wisdom literature. One characteristic of 
proverbs specifically, and Wisdom literature in general, 
is how universal they are. The message of any wise say-
ing is usually applicable between cultures across differ-
ent eras as well. Consider the following two “proverbs”:
• The journey of folly must be traveled a second 

time.
• Don’t be proud of your knowledge, but consult 

the ignorant and the wise. The limits of art are 
not reached; no artist’s skills are perfect.

Both of these sayings strike us as quite true and wise 
even though the first saying is taken from a modern 
African culture, while the second comes from Ancient 
Egypt and is over four thousand years old. Both say-
ings communicate their message perfectly well for 
today’s audience. This is the fascinating thing about 
wisdom—it seems to apply to anyone, anywhere. Per-
haps this is because human nature does not change 
much from culture to culture or over the centuries. 
People everywhere seek answers to the meaning of 

life and want to live in the best way possible. People 
are still made happy or unhappy in the same ways. 

They want to know why they are here, what the point 
of life is, what will bring them the most happiness, 
how best to get along with other people, and what will 
be the most meaningful work for them to do with their 
lives. Wisdom offers insights into just these sorts of 
perennial questions.

It should hardly come as a surprise then that some 
of the same Wisdom sayings from the Book of Prov-
erbs appear in ancient Egyptian writings. Although the 
Hebrew authors needed to resist any encroachment of 
foreign religion in their worship of YHWH, they were 
more willing to exchange insights into less explicit-
ly theological questions with their foreign neighbors. 
The early American statesman, Benjamin Franklin, 
followed similar principles. Franklin was fascinated 
with short, wise sayings and collected a number of 
them to pass on to his friends. Many of them are still 
familiar today, for example:

Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy, 
wealthy and wise.

A penny saved is a penny earned.
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These sayings, too, could apply to any-
one, anywhere, at any time.

The Wisdom books—Job, Psalms, 
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, 
Wisdom, and Sirach (Ecclesiasticus)—
share styles as well as the themes we 
have been discussing. One popular 
writing style contrasts the behaviors of 
a wise person with those of a foolish 
person. Here are some examples from 
the Book of Proverbs:

A wise son makes his father glad,
 but a foolish son is a grief to his  

 mother. (Prv 10:1)

Wisdom builds her house,
 but Folly tears hers down with  

 her own hands. (Prv 14:1)

A wise son makes his father glad,
 but a fool of a man despises his  

 mother. (Prv 15:20)

Jesus taught using this same formula:

Everyone who listens to these 
words of mine and acts on them 
will be like a wise man who 
built his house on rock. . . . And 
everyone who listens to these 
words of mine but does not act 
on them will be like a fool who 
built his house on sand. (Mt 
7:24, 26)

Reflect
Write some brief words of insight 
that describe what you believe 
about the meaning of life.

Wisdom in the Bible
The Wisdom movement originated out-
side of Israel in neighboring nations 
where it typically revolved around a 
sage who operated within the organized 
government and was supported by its 
leaders. The Second Book of Samuel de-
scribes a “gifted woman of Tekoa” who 
was sought out for her advice (2 Sm 
14:2). However, most sages identified in 
the Old Testament seem to have been the 
“wise counselors” of other nations, and 
they are generally not well thought of by 
the Old Testament authors. For example:

Utter fools are the princes of Zoan! 
the wisest of Pharaoh’s advisers  
 give stupid counsel. (Is 19:11)

I will make [Babylon’s] princes 
and her wise men drunk, her 
governors, her prefects, and her 
warriors, so that they sleep an 
eternal sleep, never to awaken, 
says the King whose name is 
the Lord of hosts. (Jer 51:57)

Sages are rarely mentioned in Is-
rael itself, so it’s uncertain who the au-
thors of the biblical Wisdom sayings 
might have been. It may be that the au-
thors of Wisdom literature in the Bible 
were men with experience and wealth 
in ancient Israel. Consider this example 
from Proverbs:

He is in a bad way who becomes sure-
ty (takes on a loan) for another,

 but he who hates giving pledges  
 is safe. (Prv 11:15)

sage
A sage is a person venerat-
ed for his or her experience, 
judgment, and wisdom.
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Obviously, poor people would not have to worry about 
whether or not they should accept another person’s 
debt. No one making such a loan would consider their 
pledge to be worth much in the first place.

Also, note this passage from the Book of Sirach:

Seek not from the Lord authority,
 nor from the king a place of honor.

This passage advises people to remain humble before 
a powerful person who might be easily offended. Only 
the wealthy would be in a position to meet royalty on 
any regular basis. Passages such as these are the basis 
for the supposition that the upper class authored much 
of Wisdom literature.

Some Wisdom sayings, however, deal with issues 
and use images that come from the simpler life of the 
majority of the people—family concerns, reputation, 
and images taken from the experience of agriculture, 
farming, and herding. This makes it more likely that 
the Wisdom sayings in the Bible were collected from 
all levels of society.

 Review
1. Describe wisdom.

2. How did the Wisdom move-
ment originate?

3. Which class of people may 
have authored a portion of 
biblical Wisdom literature?

Reflect
Tell about a “sage” in your 
own life, that is, someone you 
have sought out for advice.

Wisdom Books: a unique 
Form of Spirituality
The inspired Wisdom literature in the Old Testament is 
a unique form of spirituality. Except in the later Book 
of Sirach, the central themes and characters of the Old 
Testament (the Exodus, the patriarchs, YHWH’s pres-
ence in history, and the Law) scarcely appear in bibli-
cal Wisdom literature.

This is surprising. These teachings and people 
were essential to the religious identity of the Jews. It 
would seem logical, then, that these central teachings 
and characters—especially the Law of Moses—would 
find a prominent place in Wisdom literature with its 
teachings about the meaning of life and how to live. 
But for the most part, they do not. Instead, Hebrew 
Wisdom literature focuses more on God as Creator 
and on creation itself. Readers discover who God is 
by studying what he has made. The tough questions 
presented by God to Job are an example of this:
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Where were you when I founded the earth?
 Tell me, if you have understanding.
Who determined its size; do you know?
 Who stretched out the measuring line for it?
Into what were its pedestals sunk,
 and who laid the cornerstone,
While the morning stars sang in chorus
 and all the sons of God shouted for joy?   

(Jb 38:4–7)

Everything about God’s identity in this passage 
centers on God as Creator rather than as YHWH, the 
God of the patriarchs, the Chosen People, and the Mo-
saic covenant. Wisdom literature describes God by 
what he has made; it is descriptive, rational, and ob-
jective. This is a different form of spirituality than that 
found in the writings of the prophets, which tends to 
be more emotive and charismatic.

The spirituality of Wisdom literature—knowing 
God by what he has made—is actually very similar 
to the faith of those today who seek God through their 
scientific discoveries as physicists, astronomers, biol-
ogists, or mathematicians. Modern science carried out 
in a truly scientific manner without contradicting mor-
al law is very compatible to the inspired Hebrew Wis-
dom literature in that both have elements of rationality 
and observation and both ultimately derive from the 
same God. The recognition of the scientific process 
in Wisdom literature also suggests the part that hu-
man reason plays in our faith. In fact, “though faith is 
above reason, there can never be any discrepancy be-
tween faith and reason” (Dei Filius 4, quoted in CCC, 
159). Our faith is trustworthy because it is perfectly 
reasonable to believe what God has revealed. Both the 
Wisdom literature of the Old Testament and modern 
scientific discoveries give us a more profound sense 
of the work and accomplishments of God.

Is all Hebrew Wisdom literature from the post- 
exilic era of biblical history? This is likely so, although 

some part of the Proverbs may be from as early as the 
time of the kings. It is traditional to assign much of 
Wisdom literature to King Solomon, but this is mainly 
because Solomon was known as a wise king (1 Kgs 
3). Solomon certainly did not write all of the Wisdom 
literature, or even all of the Book of Wisdom which is 
sometimes called the “Wisdom of Solomon.”

Many suggestions have been made to explain why 
Wisdom literature became popular in the post-exilic 
Diaspora. They include:
• The Jews were impressed with the Wisdom teach-

ings in other cultures and were inspired to collect 
their own texts of wise sayings and stories.

• Based in human realities, Wisdom literature 
could be shared with people of other cultures. It 
was an area of common ground between Jews 
and foreigners.

• Wisdom sayings were comforting to a minority 
people living under foreign rule. They reminded 
the Jews of how to live a good and prosperous 
life and of their status as God’s Chosen People.

• The Diaspora was seen as a threat to the Jewish 
community. Parents were concerned about their 
children remaining grounded in their faith and 
staying out of trouble. It has been suggested that as 
urban areas formed after the time of Alexander the 
Great (323 BC), a delinquent element of teens was 
also present (see, for example, Prv 1:10–15). Wis-
dom literature was intended to train young people.

Wisdom literature was another response of the 
Jews to the challenges of living as a minority people in 
the ancient world. The next sections briefly examine 
the Wisdom books of the Old Testament. The Book of 
Psalms is covered in the most depth in a feature titled 
“The Book of Psalms,” on pages 138–141.

Job
The author of Job is unknown, but the book itself was 
probably written between 500 and 400 BC. Though 
there are some similarities to the text of Job in both 
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Egyptian and Babylonian literature of the time, the 
work is highly unique, especially in the Bible.

The standard belief of the time was that a good 
person would be rewarded with good health, material 
wealth, and general good fortune (see, for example, Ps 
37). But human experience then, as now, was some-
times contrary to this. Bad things did happen to good 
people. The Book of Job rejects the simplistic belief 
that good is rewarded and evil is punished. Job does 
not so much solve the problem of the suffering of the 
innocents as it ponders it, lives with it, and explores it.

The faithful Job, a wealthy man with a large, lov-
ing family and many possessions, loses everything: 
first his possessions, then his family, and finally his 

own health. He does not understand why 
any of this has happened, but rejects the 
conventional wisdom of his friends that 
he must have sinned in some way. He re-
jects as well the idea that God sends trials 
to those he loves, and he finally cries out 
to God for an explanation. Although God 
does not explain himself to Job, choosing 
instead to remind Job of his prerogative as 
the Creator of all, the face-to-face encoun-
ter is enough to console Job and restore his 
trust in God. His faith has been strength-
ened and deepened by his suffering and 
his experience of God. The story ends with 
Job being restored to health and prosperity 
and having more children, but it is, by this 
point, anti-climactic and to a large degree 
beside the point.

The Book of Job reveals much about 
the perplexing question of why God per-
mits physical and moral evil. There is phys-
ical evil because God has willed that there 
be limitations in the world that he created. 
There exists physical evil as long as cre-
ation has not reached perfection. Moral 
evil is caused by a person’s freely created 

will acting against God’s will. God permits moral evil 
because he respects our freedom and mysteriously 
knows how to derive good from it. Ultimately, we 
only have to look to the greatest moral evil ever com-
mitted—the Passion and Death of God’s only Son—
and the subsequent good (Christ’s Resurrection and 
our Redemption) that came from it.

Reflect
How do you answer the question “Why do 
good people suffer?”
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THE BOOk OF PSalMS
More than any other part of the Old Testament, 
the Psalms present an inward journey of worship 
and prayer that prepares Christians for the coming 
of Jesus and his proclamation of God’s Kingdom.

Psalms is derived from a Greek word that 
comes from the name of a stringed instrument 
called a “psalter,” a kind of harp. The Book of 
Psalms actually refers to “songs to be sung with a 
psalter.” The Hebrew word for the Book of Psalms 
is Tehillim, which means, “praises.”

literary Styles of the Psalms
The overall literary style of the Psalms is poet-
ry. Understanding Hebrew poetry requires under-
standing the poetic style called “parallelism” in 
the verses of the Psalms. There are many types 
of parallelism. One common form refers to the 
practice of restating the same thought. Another 
kind of parallelism alternates between commonly 
paired ideas (e.g. light and dark, night and day), 
while yet another contrasts opposite ideas.

Psalm 2 offers an example of a parallel verse 
form that simply repeats the same thought in dif-
ferent words:

Why do the nations 

 protest

and the peoples grumble in vain? 

(Ps 2:1)

The parallel thoughts are easy to read. Nations 
equates with peoples and protest is parallel to 
grumble in vain.

An example of parallelism that contrasts op-
posing thoughts is Psalm 1:

For the Lord watches over the way of  

 the just

but the way of the wicked leads to  

 ruin. (Ps 1:6)

Note the difference. In the Bible, “the way” is a 
common term for “manner of living” or moral con-
duct. The “way of the just” is approved by the 
Lord, while the “way of the wicked” is not permit-
ted to continue.

Finally, another literary style of the Psalms 
has the lines of a verse building up or advancing a 
thought, almost like a stair-step:

They are like a tree

 planted near streams of water,

that yields its fruit in season;

Its leaves never wither;

whatever they do prospers. (Ps 1:3)

It is important in reading biblical poetry—in-
cluding prophetic poetry, but especially the poetry 
of the Psalms—to pay attention to the relationship 
between the lines in different verses. Noting the 
different types of parallelism or the building of 
lines within a verse can assist a reader in deter-
mining the meaning of the verse and the entire 
Psalm.

Origins of the Psalms
The evolution of the Psalms over a long period 
of time is clear to anyone who reads the refer-
ences to David in the first few dozen Psalms, but 
then reads the references to the Babylonian ex-
ile—hundreds of years after the time of David—in 
Psalm 137. In fact, many who have studied the 

parallelism
A characteristic common to Hebrew poetry in 
which two lines express the same or opposite 
thoughts, one right after the other.
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Psalms suggest that originally there were five 
“books” of the Psalms (that perhaps coincided 
with the five books of the Pentateuch). The 
five original books were:

• Book 1: Chapters 1–41
• Book 2: Chapters 42–72
• Book 3: Chapters 73–89
• Book 4: Chapters 90–106
• Book 5: Chapters 107–150

The evidence that these books were origi-
nally separate is twofold:

1. The final chapters of each book (i.e., 41, 
72, 89, 106, and 150) each include a dox-
ology that ends with “Amen. Amen.” This 
may well have been a conclusion that ap-
peared at the end of each separate book.

2. There is one “doublet” or repeated pas-
sage in the Book of Psalms. Psalm 14 and 
Psalm 53 are the same. In other biblical 
research, doublets are evidence that two 
different text versions have been brought 
together, creating some duplication of 
material.

As to actually dating the psalms, the evi-
dence above provides several clues. Tradition-
ally, it was thought that King David was the 
author of the Psalms, at least through Psalm 
72, which states: “end of the Psalms of Da-
vid, son of Jesse” (Ps 72:20). The historical 
books of the Old Testament mentioned that 
David, as a young boy, played a stringed in-
strument in the court of King Saul. The idea 
of David writing Psalms comes from the early 
report that David actually played a psalter, 
though the Greek name of the instrument is 
evidence enough that the period of the Psalms 
was much later than the time of David.

In fact, almost two-thirds of the entire 
Book of Psalms come from the period of the 
Second Temple, that is, after 520 BC, but be-
fore 333 BC. The correct dates for most psalms 

are hard to determine exactly. Those that 
mention historical events are easier to date. 
Again, Psalm 137 is the easiest example be-
cause it mentions a historical event—the Bab-
ylonian exile. It is certain that Psalm 137 can 
be no older than 587 BC. The historical Psalms 
105 and 106 must have been written after the 
last events mentioned in their poetic lines. 
The historical survey of Psalms 105–106 also 
includes references to the destruction of Jeru-
salem and the Babylonian exile. For example:

So the Lord grew angry with his  

  people,

 abhorred his own heritage;

He handed them over to the nations,

 and their adversaries ruled them.

Their enemies oppressed them,

 kept them under subjection.  

(Ps 106:40–42)
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Psalm 29 may be the oldest Psalm in the Bi-
ble because its poetry is considered very simi-
lar in style to ancient Canaanite poetry of an 
earlier era. In Psalm 29, YHWH is depicted as 
a storm God with thunder and lightning as his 
weapons. For example:

The voice of the Lord strikes with  

  fiery flame;

 the voice of the Lord rocks the  

  desert,

 the Lord rocks the desert of  

  Kadesh. (Ps 29:7–9)

Psalms about the Temple (e.g., Ps 65:5, 
68:30), obviously, cannot come from David, be-
cause the first Temple was built by his son, Solo-
mon. Furthermore, it is not always clear which 
Temple is being talked about—Solomon’s Temple 
or the Second Temple built around 520–515 BC.

different kinds of Psalms
However the Book of Psalms came together, 
there is agreement that many different kinds of 
Psalms make up the overall collection. Not all 
the psalms seem to have been written for the 
same occasion or purpose. Four main categories 
of Psalms are as follows:

1. Psalms of Lament (sorrow over 
tragedies)
The Psalms of lament come in two types, indi-
vidual and communal. That is, the speaker in 
the Psalm is either a single person or the entire 
Hebrew community. They are Psalms requesting 
God’s help and protection in dealing with a va-
riety of needs. Many of these Psalms conclude 
with a few lines of thanksgiving and praise for 
God’s response to the appeal for help.

• Psalm 3 (military threat)
• Psalm 10 (legal problems or grievances 

from fellow Israelites)

• Psalm 38 (personal illness)
• Psalm 44 (communal laments for groups to 

sing)

2. Psalms of Praise and Thanksgiving
Psalms in this category focus on praising God. 
They often begin with an invitation to join in 
the praise and continue with a list of reasons for 
praise and thanksgiving to God.

• Psalm 19
• Psalm 33

3. Psalms of Instruction
These Psalms can be divided into two types. 
The wisdom Psalms share the same themes as 
the Wisdom literature that has been discussed 
throughout this chapter (“Wisdom Literature: 
Themes and Styles,” pages 132–134). The his-
torical Psalms retell portions of the history of 
the Chosen People.

• Psalm 1 (wisdom Psalm)
• Psalm 104 (wisdom Psalm)
• Psalms 105–106 (historical Psalms)

4. Liturgical Psalms
Some Psalms were intended for use during Tem-
ple celebrations. They often reveal a dialogue 
structure and may have been written to be sung 
by two choirs or by a cantor with the congrega-
tion responding.

historical Psalms
A Psalm recounting events from the history of 
Israel such as the covenant with the patriarchs, 
the Exodus, or the settling of the Promised Land.
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• Psalm 24 (perhaps to be sung while traveling 
to the Temple)

How were the Psalms used? Some, such as 
the liturgical Psalms, were used for worship in 
the Temple. Other Psalms were used for religious 
festivals outside of the Temple. There is no de-
scription in the Bible of exactly how the Psalms 
were used in Temple services, but it is presumed 
that choirs sang some of them (Ps 68:27). All but 
thirty-four of the Psalms have titles or musical 
directions. These addendums were added much 
later than the text of the Psalms themselves, so 
we know they became useful in worship at some 
point.

Obviously not all the Psalms were intended 
for Temple singing. It would be hard to imagine 
an occasion for singing the historical Psalms, such 
as Psalms 105–106, unless students sang them as 
a way to recall the history of Israel. In fact, that 
might be especially valuable for Hebrew children 
growing up in the Diaspora where songs would be 
an effective way to maintain identity and to pro-
vide a connection with their religious and spiri-
tual traditions, but that is clearly different from 
worship.

Other Psalms seem to have been used for en-
tirely different occasions. Read, for example, 
Psalm 35, a lament Psalm. The Psalm is an appeal 
to God for help. But help against whom? Verses 
1–3 describes the threat of an enemy. However, 
verses 11–14 refer to “unjust witnesses” that 
have risen up and spoken against the Psalmist, 
repaying “evil for good.” It may be that the help 
requested from God in Psalm 35 is to settle an ar-
gument between two groups of Israelites. In cas-
es like this, where the argument is with fellow 
Israelites, the dispute would have been brought 
to the Temple where the two parties would have 
appealed to the priests. The priests in turn would 
instruct them to seek God’s vindication to settle 

the dispute, which may have been over money, 
debts, business, or marriage contracts. It is not 
certain how the Psalm might have fit into the 
process of seeking a judgment from the priests, 
but it does seem to be connected to that process.

Part of the continuing appeal of the Book of 
Psalms is that these songs to the Lord help mod-
ern readers “hear the hearts” of the Israelites 
despite the great differences of time and cul-
ture that separate them. The Psalms help to en-
gage readers and pray-ers of all generations in 
the most intimate moments of pain, praise, joy, 
and sorrow of the ancient Hebrews. Jesus, him-
self, turned to the comfort of one of the lament 
Psalms at the moment of his Death:

My God, my God, why have you  

  abandoned me?

 Why so far from my call for help,

  from my cries of anguish?  

(Ps 22:2)

It important to note here that the Psalm Je-
sus chose ends in triumph just as Jesus’ pain was 
ultimately vindicated in his Resurrection—the tri-
umph over the Cross and over Death. The Psalms 
are expressions of the deepest human pain and 
highest human joys. When we are feeling such 
joy that we are speechless or such deep pain 
that we don’t know what to say, the words of the 
Psalms can become our words, too.

Reflect
Peruse the Book of Psalms and list a Psalm that 
expresses an intimate connection between you 
and God.
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Proverbs
The Book of Proverbs was collected as 
the best of the Israelite Wisdom tradi-
tion, probably in the fifth century BC. 
Some of the proverbs may well date 
back to the time of Solomon. Other 
proverbs come from unknown times 
and places.

The proverbs teach three types 
of wisdom: knowledge of God’s cre-
ated world, the skill of making right 
choices, and the art of living before 
God. Some proverbs are also secular, 
with little or no religious implications. 
As introduced in “Wisdom Literature: 
Themes and Styles” on page 133, most 
of the proverbs teach by comparison. 
“The fear of the Lord is the beginning 
of wisdom” (Prv 1:7) is the main teach-
ing of the text. Wisdom is also known 
as the “firstborn” of God:

The Lord begot me, the firstborn of  
 his ways,

 the forerunner of his prodigies  
 of long ago. (Prv 8:22)

Ecclesiastes
The title of the book is the Greek trans-
lation of the Hebrew word Qohelet, 
meaning “someone who calls an as-
sembly.” The title refers to someone 
like a preacher or teacher who presides 
over a meeting, but not to an actual his-
torical person. Ecclesiastes is a loose 
collection of proverbs, laments, po-
ems, and rhetorical questions. Qohelet 
may simply refer to “a gatherer,” that 
is, a person who gathered or assembled 

all these sayings. It was written about 
the third century BC.

The book is concerned with the value 
of human life. Hard work does not guar-
antee happiness, for it is often marred 
by suffering. Riches and pleasures will 
not bring happiness nor guarantee long 
life. Talents and skills generally result in 
the stress of competition with others for 
praise and honor, which even if won is 
fleeting. A major theme of the book is 
the vanity of all things. People cannot 
find happiness and answers to the mys-
teries of life without God. The author 
eventually recognizes that

there is nothing better than to 
be glad and to do well during 
life. For every man, moreover, 
to eat and drink and enjoy the 
fruit of all his labor is a gift of 
God. I recognized that what-
ever God does will endure for-
ever; there is no adding to it, or 
taking from it. Thus has God 
done that he may be revered. 
(Eccl 3:12–14)

Song of Songs
Though the Song of Songs has been at-
tributed to Solomon, its language and 
style reveal that it was written after the 
Babylonian exile. It is a collection of 
love poems. The title itself is a Hebrew 
way of saying “the greatest of songs.”

The love poems express the alter-
nating views of two lovers describ-
ing each other in very erotic language. 
From a Jewish point of view, the love 

laments
Songs or poems that ex-
press grief or mourning.
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poems were also said to refer 
to the love between YHWH 
and Israel. Catholics have in-
terpreted the Song of Songs as 
an allegory describing Christ’s 
love for the Church. Song of 
Songs is also a joyful celebra-
tion of the love between a hus-
band and wife in a marriage 
blessed by God, and as such is 
read during the Liturgy of the 
Word at wedding Masses.

Wisdom
The complete title of this book is “Wis-
dom of Solomon,” although the author 
actually was a Jew living in Alexan-
dria in Egypt. The book was written in 
Greek and reveals a Hellenistic influ-
ence, though the author was also deep-
ly versed in the Hebrew scriptures.

The Book of Wisdom was the last 
book of Old Testament to be written, 
sometime in the middle of the first cen-
tury BC. It has been divided into three 
main sections:
• The Book of Eschatology (1:1–

6:21). This section speaks of the 
reward of justice. While human 
destiny is in God’s hands, the 
choices made by a person can 
make a difference.

• Praise of Wisdom (6:22–11:1). 
Wisdom is personified as the spirit 
of God. The author reviews Is-
rael’s history to show how God’s 
wisdom was present through all 
times.

• God’s Special Providence dur-
ing the Exodus (11:2–19:22). This 
section focuses on two main ideas 

related to the Exodus: (1) the suf-
ferings of the Egyptians were due 
to their own sins and (2) the evils 
that affected all the enemies of Is-
rael were a part of God’s Salvation 
offered to his Chosen People.

Sirach 
(Ecclesiasticus)
The Book of Sirach is unique among 
Wisdom books because the author is 
identified: Jesus, son of Eleazar, son 
of Sirach. He was likely a sage who 
lived in Jerusalem and who had great 
love for the law, priesthood, Temple, 
and worship. The book, which contains 
numerous sayings, laments, Psalms of 
praise, and moral maxims, was writ-
ten in Hebrew in the second century 
BC. The book has also been called 
Liber Ecclesiasticus, meaning “Church 
Book,” because it was used extensively 
by the early Church in the formation 
of catechumens and in the instruc-
tion to the faithful. It is the longest, 
and most widely cited, of the writings 

Hellenistic
Relating to the culture, 
history, or language of 
Greece after the death of 
Alexander the Great in 323 
BC.
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included in the Latin Christian Bible not found in He-
brew scriptures.

Sirach is similar to the Book of Proverbs in style 
but it is better organized, with proverbs addressing 
similar topics grouped together. In fact, it has been 
considered an updated Proverbs for the later challeng-
es facing Israel.

In summary, Wisdom writings were based on tra-
dition. Their subject matter was taken from looking 
back at the gleaned experience of the Hebrews and 
other peoples to answer current questions and prob-
lems of the day. The value of wisdom is best summa-
rized at the opening of the Book of Proverbs:

That men may appreciate wisdom and discipline,
 may understand words of intelligence;
May receive training in wise conduct
 in what is right, just and honest;
That resourcefulness may be imparted to the simple,
 to the young man knowledge and discretion.
A wise man by hearing them will advance in  

 learning,
 an intelligent man will gain sound guidance,
That he may comprehend proverb and parable,
 the words of the wise and their riddles.
The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge;
 wisdom and instruction fools despise. (Prv 1:2–7)

 Review
1. Rather than central themes and characters of 

the Old Testament, what does Wisdom litera-
ture focus on?

2. What are similarities between the spirituality 
of inspired Wisdom literature and the modern 
scientific method?

3. When was the great majority of Wisdom lit-
erature written?

4. Why did Wisdom literature become popular in 
the post-exilic Diaspora?

5. What is the main teaching of the Book of Job?

6. What is the meaning of the word Psalm?

7. What are two types of parallelism in the 
Psalms?

8. What evidence is there that the Psalms were 
originally divided into five separate books?

9. When are most of the Psalms dated?

10. Why is Psalm 29 believed to be the oldest 
Psalm?

11. What are the four types of Psalms?

12. Describe the different ways the Psalms were 
originally used?

13. What three types of wisdom do the Proverbs 
teach?

14. How did Ecclesiastes get its title?

15. What is a major theme of Ecclesiastes?

16. What are three ways to interpret the Song of 
Songs?

17. What are the three main sections of the Book 
of Wisdom?

18. How is the Book of Sirach unique among 
Wisdom books?

19. Why has the Book of Sirach been called Liber 
Ecclesiasticus?

Reflect
What is your definition of wisdom?
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Research and Report
Choose and complete at least one of the following assignments:

• Several Psalms follow a definite pattern. The first part is an 
invitation to praise God; the second part gives the reason 
for the Psalm; the third part is a repetition of the first part. 
Chart the following Psalms according to the threefold pat-
tern: Psalms 32, 46, 95, and 102.

• Illustrate Ecclesiastes 3:1–9 using original artwork or photog-
raphy. Or set the words of Scripture to original music.

SCRIPTuRE PRayER (from Psalm 23:1–4)

The Lord is my shepherd;
 there is nothing I lack.

In green pastures you let me graze;
 to safe waters you lead me;
 you restore my strength.

You guide me along the right path
for the sake of your name.

Even when I walk through a dark valley,
 I fear not harm for you are at my side;
 your rod and staff give me courage.

Stay with me, Lord.
Keep me in your care.

All the days of my life.
Amen.
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Origins of the Prophets and Prophecy
Besides the “former prophets,” a group of “latter prophets” emerged 
who were also part of a literary movement among the prophets.

Marks of the Prophets
Prophets received a call from God, left their former way of life, and 
preached a message that was mostly unpopular with the ruling estab-
lishment.

Major Prophets
The “major prophets” Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel—along with Lam-
entations, Baruch, and parts of the Book of Daniel—highlight messages 
calling God’s People back to him.

Minor Prophets
The section of Old Testament beginning with Hosea, a prophet of 
the north, and ending with the Book of Malachi, is a survey of proph-
ets who, because they wrote on a single scroll, are known as “minor 
prophets.”
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Origins of the 
Prophets and 
Prophecy
The prophet is a special kind of mes-
senger from God. Prophets were pres-
ent through the early and late stages of 
the Old Testament. In fact, the Hebrew 
word associated with prophet, nabi, is 
connected, first, with Moses. Moses 
was the prophet who heard God’s mes-
sage of liberation and shared it with the 
people while they were still enslaved 
in Egypt. Moses’s brother, Aaron, was 
also called a prophet because he spoke 
for Moses before the Pharaoh.

The prophets are mentioned 
throughout this period of history. Sam-
uel, the last of Israel’s judges, was also 
called a prophet. Deborah, another 
judge, was a “prophetess” (Jgs 4:4). 
The second Book of Samuel mentions 
the prophet Nathan confronting Da-
vid about his sinful behavior involving 
Bathsheba and Uriah, though no other 
biographical information is told of him. 
Also included among these “former 
prophets” are the prominent figures of 
Elijah and Elisha mentioned in Chapter 
1C.

Prophecy became a literary move-
ment too. The sayings of selected 
prophets were gathered up and kept, 
just as the sayings of Jesus were kept 
by the earliest Christians. Amos (ap-
proximately 740 BC) was the earliest 
prophet whose gathered sayings were 
written in book form. After Amos, other 

books were formed from the sayings of 
different prophets. And then, somewhat 
mysteriously, the books of prophetic 
messages ceased in the Old Testament, 
although it was revived in early Chris-
tianity because the early Christians also 
had prophets.

The group of “latter prophets” (as 
opposed to the former prophets who 
appear in earlier times) was made up 
of three major prophets (Isaiah, Jer-
emiah, and Ezekiel) along with a larger 
group of minor prophets (Hosea, Joel, 
Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Na-
hum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, 
Zechariah, and Malachi). “Major” and 
“minor,” incidentally, are terms that re-
fer to the size of the book, not to the im-
portance of the prophet or his message.

A main objective of this chapter is 
to introduce the origins of the Old Tes-
tament prophets in total. Several ideas 
will be explored, each one contributing 

to how the prophets took on a central 
role with God’s People of the Old Tes-
tament. Next, the “writing prophets” 

major prophets
Three of the latter proph-
ets—Isaiah, Jeremiah, and 
Ezekiel—whose books in 
the Old Testament are quite 
lengthy.

minor prophets
The twelve prophets of the 
Old Testament whose re-
corded sayings are much 
briefer than those of the 
major prophets: Hosea, 
Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, 
Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, 
Zephaniah, Haggai, 
Zechariah, and Malachi.

MaJOR PROPHETS
Isaiah

Jeremiah
Ezekiel

MINOR PROPHETS
Hosea Malachi
Joel Zechariah
Amos Haggai

Obadiah Zephaniah
Jonah Habakkuk
Micah Nahum
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and the books of the Bible that are named after them 
will be introduced by their designation as major or 
minor.

 Review
1. Who is the first person in the Old Testament 

associated with the term prophet?

2. What do the terms major prophet and minor 
prophet refer to?

Marks of the Prophets
Several common marks or roles of the prophets pro-
vide clues to their origins.

First, prophets received a call from God and felt 
compelled to leave their former way of life to follow 
it. Amos, for example, was a shepherd: “The Lord 
took me from following the flock, and said to me ‘Go, 
prophesy to my people Israel’” (Am 7:15). A call from 
God came in different ways. Prophets heard voices, 
had dreams, saw visions, or received inspiration to 
share God’s message. In some ways, they were like the 
oracles of other religious traditions (ancient Greek) to 
whom people went to ask questions about God. How-
ever, false prophets are also mentioned in many places 
throughout the Old Testament, sometimes making it 
difficult to determine who were the true prophets.

Second, the prophet often spoke messages that were 
unpopular with the ruling establishment. In response, 
the king sometimes tried to rid himself of the prophet 
in the belief that doing so would keep the prophet’s dire 
message from coming true. Needless to say, “killing 
the messenger” did not, in any way, make the message 
less true. In general, the message of the prophets was 
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meant to convert their listeners to God. 
They did so by warning the people to re-
pent for their sins under the penalty of 
punishment if they failed to do so. More 
characteristics of the prophets follow.

Reflect
Classify a person(s) today who fits 
these marks of a prophet: someone 
called by God who leaves a former 
way of life to speak a message that 
is unpopular with the majority.

The Prophets  
Inherited the Role  
of Moses
The concept of a person being called by 
God or his angel to perform a particular 
task or to play a certain role in the life 
of the community of Israel is central to 
the understanding of prophets. The call 
narratives of Isaiah and Jeremiah (Is 
6:1–9 and Jeremiah 1:4–10) each fol-
low a similar pattern:

1. The setting is one of mystery or 
holiness.

2. God initiates the call.
3. The person resists.
4. God reassures the person.
5. God sends the person on a mission.

This pattern is the same as Moses’s call 
to be God’s deliverer of the Hebrews 
held in slavery by the Egyptians:

Moses, however, said to the 
Lord, “If you please, Lord, I 
have never been eloquent, nei-
ther in the past, nor recently, 
nor now that you have spoken 
to your servant; but I am slow 
of speech and tongue.” The 
Lord said to him, “Who gives 
one man speech and makes 
another deaf and dumb? Or 
who gives sight to the one and 
makes another blind? Is it not 
I, the Lord? Go, then! It is I 
who will assist you in speak-
ing and will teach you what 
you are to say.” (Ex 4:10–12)

Like Moses, the prophets Isaiah and 
Jeremiah protested that they were not 
good enough to speak for God. It seems 
that the similarity is intentional. The lat-
ter prophets were carrying on the work 
of Moses, interpreting the signs of the 
times in light of the covenant. Was Mo-
ses the first prophet? Consider this pas-
sage from the time of Moses’s death:

Since then no prophet has aris-
en in Israel like Moses, whom 
the Lord knew face to face. 
(Dt 34:10)

call narratives
Stories that describe a per-
son’s initial awareness that 
God wanted him or her to 
do something specific. The 
calls of the prophet have 
five common elements:  
(1) there is something mys-
terious and holy about 
the encounter; (2) God 
acts first; (3) the proph-
et resists; (4) God reas-
sures; and (5) God sends 
the prophet on his or her 
mission.
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The prophets usually based their criticism of Israel 
on the statutes and commandments of Moses; these 
ethical guidelines were the basis for their denouncing 
Israelite behavior. All of this suggests a strong connec-
tion between Moses the “lawgiver” and the prophets 
as “law protectors” (insisting that the Law of Moses 
be obeyed). This was certainly the case in the exam-
ples of the prophets Elijah and Elisha. So, in determin-
ing the origins and development of the prophets, the 
connection with Moses is important. But it is still not 
the complete picture of the prophets.

The Prophets Were  
“Spiritual Warriors”
There is textual evidence throughout the Old Testa-
ment to support the identification of the judges as 
prophets also. As mentioned, the judge Deborah, who 
was a military leader, was directly called a prophet 
(Jgs 4:4). Other judges shared the experience of being 
called by God, or by an angel of God, to their position 
of leadership. Recall the story of the call of Gideon as 
he was selected for leadership:

. . . the angel of the Lord appeared to him and 
said, “The Lord is with you, O champion!” 
(Jgs 6:12)

Or consider the call of Samson before his birth,

An angel of the Lord appeared to the woman 
and said to her, “Though you are barren and 
have had no children, yet you will conceive 
and bear a son.” (Jgs 13:3)

Compare these calls with the call of Moses at the 
burning bush:

There an angel of the Lord appeared to him in 
fire flaming out of a bush. As he looked on, he 
was surprised to see that the bush, though on 
fire, was not consumed. (Ex 3:2)

The appearance of “an angel of the Lord” at the 
moment of the call of these judges indicates that, like 
Moses, the judges, too, were considered prophets. 
But, uniquely, they combined the vocations of prophet 
(a person summoned by God or his messenger and se-
lected by God to guide his people) and king (some-
one chosen to be a warrior and to lead the people to 
military victory). A judge was a “warrior-prophet” in a 
sense, combining both roles in one vocation.

When the Israelites decided to choose kings of 
their own, they wanted warriors to fight their battles 
and lead them to victory over adversaries (recall 1 
Samuel 8). The kings of Israel were more one-dimen-
sional than the judges. They were warriors without 
the spiritual dimension that came from being called 
directly by God.

Did this mean that God stopped “calling on” men 
and women to speak to the people during the time of 
the kings? Indeed not. It was during the time of the 
kings that the prophetic movement became particu-
larly influential and important. Remember, it was the 
prophet Samuel who identified the king the people had 
asked for. Although God chose Saul and then David to 
rule as king of Israel, he did not call them directly, nor 
did his angel appear to them. Instead, God communi-
cated his choice to his prophet, Samuel, and Samuel 
anointed Saul and later David as a sign to the commu-
nity of God’s choice. One way to describe the prophets 
during the time of the kings is “demilitarized judges,” 
since warfare became the business of the kings. The 
prophets then became the “spiritually selected mes-
sengers of God.”

This idea suggests that prophecy was rooted in 
the early military leaders of Israel, before the rise of 
the monarchy under Saul, and later, the House of Da-
vid. The Old Testament supports the idea that proph-
ets once had a military role in early Israelite society. 
For example, when a servant of Elisha doubted the 
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prophet’s strength, Elisha prayed for the appearance 
of a “heavenly army”:

“O Lord, open his eyes, that he may see.” And 
the Lord opened the eyes of the servant, so 
that he saw the mountainside filled with horses 
and fiery chariots around Elisha. (2 Kgs 6:17)

Passages like this strongly associate prophets with 
miraculous acts of warfare. This could be because of 
the prophets’ earlier association with warfare from 
the time of the judges. In the time of the kings, the 
prophets retained their connection to the military ac-
tivities of Israel since they were often consulted about 
the likelihood of victory prior to battles. Still, there is 
more to the prophets than this.

The Prophets Were Social 
Revolutionaries
The Old Testament prophets showed passionate concern 
for the poor whenever they suffered oppression by the 
rich. The prophets spoke to both groups of people and 
were known to “afflict the comfortable and comfort the 
afflicted.” It is hardly accidental, then, that the strongest 
prophets (e.g., Amos, Micah, and Isaiah) appeared pre-
cisely during the time when there was the worst oppres-
sion and mistreatment of the poor. Their testimony on 
behalf of the poor was forthright, unflinching, and force-
ful. God would revoke his word from the Israelites:

Because they sell the just man for silver,
 and the poor man for a pair of sandals.
They trample the heads of the weak
 into the dust of the earth,
 and force the lowly out of the way.
Son and father go to the same prostitute,
 profaning my holy name.
Upon garments taken in pledge
 they recline beside any altar;
And the wine of those who have been fined
 they drink in the house of their god. (Am 2:6–8)

Many of the prophets announced that God would 
judge Israel by a single “measuring stick” of their 
righteousness—that is, how they treated the weakest 
members of their society: the widow, the orphan, and 
the foreigner. The Law demanded that the people most 
“at risk” in society be cared for so that they could sur-
vive, and live reasonably stable lives, rather than be-
ing neglected or taken advantage of by the rich. Isaiah 
and Jeremiah made very clear what they considered 
the faults of Israel:

Woe to those who enact unjust statues
 and who write oppressive decrees,
Depriving the needy of judgment
 and robbing my people’s poor of their rights,
Making widows their plunder,
 and orphans their prey!
What will you do on the day of punishment,
 when ruin comes from afar? (Is 10:1–3)

Thus says the Lord: Do what is right and just. 
Rescue the victim from the hand of his op-
pressor. Do not wrong or oppress the resident 
alien, the orphan, or the widow, and do not 
shed innocent blood in this place. (Jer 22:3)

Also read Isaiah 1:17, Ezekiel 22:3, 7, Zechariah 7:10, 
and Malachi 3:5.

These passages make it clear that the prophets 
were concerned about the social and economic prac-
tices of their times, especially the oppressive behavior 
of the rich in both the kingdoms of Judah and Isra-
el. The religious concern of the prophets—to serve 
YHWH and no other gods—was always accompanied 
by their social and political concerns.

When Jesus taught about compassion for the poor 
(e.g., Matthew 25:31–46) he was clearly standing in the 
prophetic tradition of ancient Israel. Thus, the element 
of justice is crucial to understanding the prophets. But it 
is still not the whole picture of the role of the prophets.
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Reflect
Who are people most “at risk” 
today? In what ways are they cared 
for by others?

The Prophets Were  
Messengers of God
The common understanding that 
prophets were “messengers of God” 
gains credence from consistent textu-
al evidence. First, the prophets almost 
always spoke in the first person, as if 
God were speaking. They often began 
their speeches with the famous words: 
“Thus says the Lord,” which means 
quite literally, “Here is the message 
from God.” This short little bit at the 
beginning of the speeches is often re-
ferred to as the “messenger formula.” 
It may have been borrowed from other 
correspondences in the ancient world, 
particularly messages sent between 
kings. For example:

[Ben-hadad] sent couriers to 
Ahab, king of Israel, within 
the city, and said to him, “This 
is Ben-hadad’s message . . .  
(1 Kgs 20:2–3)

When the prophet says “Thus says 
God” (in one form or another), it certain-
ly resembles the language of other mes-
sengers in the Old Testament. Though 
prophets began speeches using other 
formulas as well, the prevalence of the 
“messenger formula” makes a clear con-
nection between the prophets and other 

messengers, thus enabling us to identify 
the prophets as “messengers of God.”

In addition, the prophets are often 
classified as God’s servants:

And though the Lord warned 
Israel and Judah by every 
prophet and seer, “Give 
up your evil ways and 
keep my commandments 
and statutes, in accor-
dance with the entire law 
which I enjoined on your 
fathers and which I sent 
you by my servants the 
prophets,” they did not 
listen. (2 Kgs 17:13–14)

From the day that your 
fathers left the land of 
Egypt even to this day, 
I have sent you untir-
ingly all my servants the 
prophets. (Jer 7:25)

By now we have seen 
that there are reasons to iden-
tify the prophets with many 
different roles. How are we 
to know which is correct? 
Are the prophets messengers, 
law-protectors, advocates for 
the poor, servants? The an-
swer is: all of the above!

All of these points tell 
something of the origins and 
development of the Old Tes-
tament prophets. They also 
make it clear that proph-
ecy was a complex and 

messenger formula
The opening words of a 
prophetic speech, attribut-
ing what follows to God, as 
in “Thus says the Lord . . .” 
or “The Lord said . . .”
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multi-faceted phenomenon in ancient Israel. The cen-
tral role of the prophets in the Old Testament is unde-
niable. While the historical books often condemned 
the kings of ancient Israel, the prophets were revered, 
at least by the time their stories were recorded. This 
brings us to an overview of some of the major and 
minor prophets and the biblical books that bear their 
names.

 Review
1. What are similarities between Moses, the first 

prophet, and later prophets?

2. Why can the judges also be described as 
prophets?

3. What does it mean to say that the prophets 
were “spiritual warriors”?

4. How were the prophets “social 
revolutionaries”?

5. What text evidence from Scripture indicates 
that the prophets were “messengers of God”?

lITERaRy STylES OF HEBREW 
PROPHECy
The basic literary style of the written prophecies 
in the Old Testament is an oracle. An oracle, in its 
basic form, is a brief, poetic declaration following 

the formula establishing it as a message from God: 
“Thus says the Lord.” Most of the books of the lat-

ter prophets are collections of oracles that resemble the 
poetic texts of the books of Psalms and Proverbs. However, 

only the prophetic books of Obadiah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, 
and Zephaniah are entirely written in poetic form. The oracles in the 

Book of Ezekiel are contained within autobiographical narratives of the 
prophet. (Biographical information was not crucial in these works. How-
ever, there is usually a superscription that indicates the prophet’s family 
connections and the kings who ruled during the time the oracles were 
given.)

While some of the autobiographical material of the prophets may 
have been recorded by the prophets themselves, the oracles were more likely collected over a long 
period of time by the prophet’s disciples. It is important to remember that the prophecy of the writ-
ing prophets began as oral speech first delivered in meetings between the prophets and those who 
heard them. The settings varied between places such as the court of the Temple (Jer 7:1–2), a lesser 
shrine (Am 7:13), or a city gate (Jer 17:19). These speeches were only written down years later.

oracle
A brief, poetic declaration 
preceded by the messen-
ger formula, “Thus says the 
Lord,” which establishes it 
reliably as a message from 
God.
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Major Prophets
The “major prophets” are Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Eze-
kiel. Note that two short prophetic books—Lamenta-
tions and Baruch—have traditionally been associated 
with Jeremiah and will be discussed briefly with the 
Book of Jeremiah. Also, the Book of Daniel is classi-
fied in the Catholic canon of the Old Testament with 
the prophetic books. The Hebrew scriptures lists Dan-
iel with the Writings. Chapter 1C pointed out that the 
Book of Daniel contains history. It also includes apoc-
alyptic literature and some prophecy. More explana-
tion of how the Book of Daniel is organized is in the 
section “Daniel” on pages 165–166.

Isaiah
The New Testament quotes Isaiah more than any other 
prophetic book. However, the Book of Isaiah presents 
some interesting dilemmas for analysis.

Isaiah of Jerusalem, the prophet for whom the 
book is named, is said to have started his ministry in 
the reign of King Uzziah (Is 1:1). Uzziah died about 
740 BC. The problem with accurate dating occurs 
with the mention of the Persian emperor Cyrus in Isa-
iah 45:1. Cyrus defeated Babylon in 539 BC. It is vir-
tually certain that the same prophet did not begin his 
career before 740 and then live to see the rise of Cyrus 
the Persian two centuries later.

This issue along with others has led to the under-
standing that the Book of Isaiah actually contains the 
work of more than one writer, from more than one 
time. The Book of Isaiah is usually divided as follows:

1. Isaiah 1–39. These chapters are mostly stories 
about, and sayings of, the actual prophet Isaiah 
of Jerusalem for whom the book is named.

2. Isaiah 40–55. A second, unnamed prophet is 
generally credited with this portion of the book. 
He may have lived at the end of the Babylonian 
Period and the beginning of the Persian Period 
(545–535 BC) and likely witnessed the collapse 
of Babylon to the Persian empire.

3. Isaiah 56–66. The final chapters are thought to 
have been collected by disciples who inherited 
the spirit of the great prophet. They may have 
been writing from Jerusalem and the Diaspora 
after the exile. These chapters emphasize the 
importance of the Temple and invite all nations 
to join Israel as God’s Chosen People.

The first thirty-nine chapters of the Book of Isaiah 
detail the ministry of the prophet in Jerusalem. At the 
Temple, Isaiah had a vision of the Lord in glory. Isa-
iah was humbled and proclaimed his unworthiness to 
be God’s messenger. The story tells of a seraphim (an 
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angel) touching Isaiah’s mouth with an 
ember from the altar and thus removing 
his sinfulness.

Then I heard the voice of the 
Lord saying, “Whom shall I 
send? Who will go for us?” 
“Here I am,” I said; “send me!”

The prophet then foretold to 
the people their stubbornness, 

which would eventually lead to the 
fall of Judah. Isaiah asked the Lord 

how long this period would be:

Until the cities are desolate,
 without inhabitants,
Houses, without a man,
 and the earth is a desolate waste.
Until the Lord removes men far  

 away,
 and the land is abandoned more  

 and more. (Is 6:11–12)

The first thirty-nine chapters of the 
Book of Isaiah include several other 
notable passages, including the Vine-
yard Song (Is 5) that depicts the Cho-
sen People as the vine of God. This 
image recurs in the New Testament in 
the words of Jesus (Mt 21:33–44) and 
the letters of Paul (Rom 11:23–24).

The anonymous prophet who au-
thored Isaiah 40–55 lived at the time 
of the end of the Babylonian exile. The 
prophet understood that Persia was 
soon to be the new power of the region 
and that its more tolerant ruler, Cyrus, 
would be God’s instrument to return 
the Jews to their homeland. Cyrus, in-
deed, was a key factor in the end of 

Babylonian captivity for the Jewish 
exiles even though the Persians main-
tained rule over the lands of Palestine 
and the Jewish people.

The text of this portion of the Book 
of Isaiah includes four Servant Songs 
(Is 42:1–4; 49:1–6; 50:4–9; 52:13–
53:12). A messianic figure, known as the 
“Servant of God,” is described as having 
the mission to bring righteousness to the 
world. He is opposed, suffers, and is put 
to death. The Servant Songs were clear-
ly connected with the qualities of the 
Messiah that would be well represented 
in the mission of Jesus.  The fourth song 
was understood to describe the redeem-
ing nature of Jesus’ Death:

But he was pierced for our offenses,
 crushed for our sins;
Upon him was the chastisement that  

 makes us whole,
 by his stripes we were healed. 

(Is 53:5)

It is important to remember that 
the prophet’s words had comfort for 
the people at the time they were writ-
ten as well as 500 years later with the 
coming of Jesus Christ. So, who might 
the prophet have been referring to as 
the Suffering Servant at the time these 
words were written?

The prophet clearly believes that at 
least one identity of the “Suffering Ser-
vant” is the Jewish people themselves, 
due to their experience in exile. They 
are collectively the “Servant of God.” 
And if this is the case, then what is their 
new mission to be? Was it to forget 

Vineyard Song
An important passage of 
the Book of Isaiah depicting 
the Chosen People as the 
vine of God. The image re-
curs in the New Testament 
in the words of Jesus and 
the writings of the Apostle 
Paul.

Servant Songs
Four songs in the Book of 
Isaiah that describe a mes-
sianic figure, known as the 
“Servant of God,” who is 
described as bringing righ-
teousness to the world. 
The Servant Songs are con-
nected with the mission of 
Jesus.
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what they have learned in their suffering and to punish 
the nations that hurt them so badly? Some passages 
seem to indicate this (Ps 137:1, 8–9), but Isaiah repre-
sents another tradition, one that recognizes that suffer-
ing has given the people a more peaceful and loving 
way to view and respond to the rest of the world:

It is too little, he says, for you to be my servant,
 to raise up the tribes of Jacob,
 and restore the survivors of Israel;
I will make you a light to the nations,
 that my salvation may reach to the ends of the  

 earth. (Is 49:6)

In this passage, the prophet goes far beyond sim-
ply preaching the restoration of Israel. Now, the Peo-
ple of God will be a missionary people, with a “light” 
to take to all the nations.

While many other identifications of the Suffering 
Servant have been proposed (e.g., the prophet himself, 
or another prophet living at that time), the Church is 
clear in its pronouncement that the Suffering Servant 
prophecies are fulfilled in Jesus Christ. The Catechism 
teaches:

The Scriptures had foretold this divine plan 
of Salvation through the putting to death of 
“the righteous one, my Servant” as a mystery 
of universal redemption, that is, as the ransom 
that would free men from the slavery of sin. 
Citing a confession of faith that he himself 
had “received,” St. Paul professes that “Christ 
died for our sins in accordance with the scrip-
tures.” In particular, Jesus’ redemptive death 
fulfills Isaiah’s prophecy of the suffering Ser-
vant. (CCC, 601)

The final eleven chapters of the Book of Isaiah 
are a mixture of poetry and prose composed by the 
disciple(s) of Isaiah shortly after the return from exile. 
The message of these chapters is one of hope; it looks 

forward to a New Jerusalem and a day when God’s 
light will attract all people to God. Some of these pas-
sages even prepare the way for Jesus’ inclusive mes-
sage of God’s love for all people, Jews and Gentiles 
alike:

I come to gather nations of every language; 
they shall come and see my glory. I will set a 
sign among them; from them I will send fugi-
tives to the nations . . . that have never heard 
my fame, or seen my glory; and they shall pro-
claim my glory among the nations.

From one new moon to another,
 and from one sabbath to another,
All mankind shall come to worship

 before me, says the Lord. (Is 66:18–19, 23)
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Reflect
How can a Christian emulate Jesus and be a “suf-
fering servant”?

Jeremiah
The prophet Jeremiah began his ministry during the 
reign of King Josiah in approximately 626 BC. He fi-
nally disappeared from the pages of history sometime 
after 587 BC. He was chosen from the womb, born 
from a priestly family, and grew up just outside the 
walls of Jerusalem in the small town of Anathoth. Jer-
emiah remained in Jerusalem through all the events of 
the siege and the exile of the people. His prophecies 
were recorded by a secretary, Baruch.

According to the Book of Jeremiah, Judah was 
paying a price for its sins of infidelity and the best 
course of action would be to submit to Babylon so that 
Jerusalem could escape destruction. Jeremiah walked 
through the streets of Jerusalem with a wooden yoke 
on his shoulders preaching this message. This course 
of action was not popular among God’s People, es-
pecially among those who wanted to forcibly resist 
Nebuchadnezzar.

But Jeremiah hoped to avoid the destruction of the 
Temple. He also understood the current political sub-
jugation to Babylonian rule to be God’s response to 
the people’s sinfulness. As such, they should not resist 
it, but should submit to it and repent of their idolatry 
and their abuse of the poor in their midst, in the hope 
that God would relent and return them to their previ-
ous position. It is possible that if Jerusalem had not 
tried to revolt against Babylon in 587, the first Temple 
would have remained standing and thousands of peo-
ple would not have been killed. As it was, however, 
the Temple was destroyed along with the whole city of 
Jerusalem in response to Zedekiah’s revolt.

In his Temple Sermon (Jer 7), the prophet’s full 
message is clear as he warns that those who oppress 

refugees, orphans, or widows will not be spared just 
because they come to the Temple. They must first re-
form their evil ways. Jeremiah stood in the very Tem-
ple area itself, and proclaimed his message. Here are 
the main points:
• The sacrificial system does not automatically take 

away the consequences of sin. The sacrifice is 
invalid if the person intends to sin again.

• Jerusalem is not immune to punishment just 
because the Temple stands there. God destroyed 
Shiloh, another famous Temple, and he can de-
stroy Solomon’s great Temple as well.

• The sins of pagan worship and oppression of the 
“alien, orphan, and widow” are severely con-
demned (verse 6).

Perhaps most famous point is Jeremiah’s bitter at-
tack on the Temple itself as a “den of thieves” in Jer-
emiah 7:11. These are the very words used by Jesus 
to condemn the corrupt Temple practices of his day 
(Mt 21:13). Anyone who heard Jesus’ warnings would 
have instantly recognized the reference (other simi-
larities found in the feature “Jeremiah and Jesus” on 
page 159). Jesus was quoting one of the most radical 
accusations made by any of the prophets, and in Jer-
emiah, the prophet went on to suggest that the Temple 
would in fact be destroyed for the sins of the people. 
Was Jesus implying this too? (The Temple Jesus knew 
was destroyed in AD 70, not long after his Ascension 
to Heaven around 33–34.)

Jeremiah had to struggle with the personal trauma 
of being a prophet with an unpopular message. A se-
ries of “confessions” in the Book of Jeremiah describe 
much of his personal agony: See Jeremiah 8:18–23; 
15:10–21; 17:14–18; 18:18–23; 20:7–18.

In the final confession, Jeremiah reveals an in-
timate connection with God and his commitment to 
preaching his word in spite of derision he receives 
from those who oppose him:

Yes, I hear the whisperings of many:
 “Terror on every side!
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Denounce! let us denounce him.”
All those who were my friends
 are on the watch for any misstep of mine.
“Perhaps he will be trapped; then we can prevail
 and take our vengeance on him.”
But the Lord is with me, like a mighty champion:
 my persecutors will stumble, they will not  

 triumph.” (Jer 20:10–11)

Eventually, Jeremiah’s enemies did manage to si-
lence him. Even though there was a substantial num-
ber of Judeans who agreed with Jeremiah, not all of 
them did. He was smuggled to Egypt by some Jews 
who supported Egyptian hopes to bring Judah into an 
alliance of nations opposed to Babylon. After Jeremi-
ah was taken to Egypt, no further mention of him oc-
curs in the Bible. Presumably he died there, a lonely 
and unpopular prisoner of those Judeans who did not 
agree with his theology or politics.

JEREMIaH aNd JESuS
There are many similarities between the life of the prophet Jeremiah and the life of Jesus. God 
was active in the lives of each in similar ways at key times. Jeremiah prefigures Jesus in several 
ways, including:

• They are rejected by their family members and neighbors (Jer 12:6; Lk 4:24–29).

• Jeremiah and Jesus each weep over the city of Jerusalem (Jer 8:23; Lk 19:41).

• The authorities harass both Jeremiah and Jesus over the truth of their message.

• Jesus denounces the corruption of the Temple by quoting the famous phrase of Jeremiah that 
the Temple had become a “den of thieves” (e.g., Mk 11:17).

• Jeremiah, like Jesus, condemned a love of violence.
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lamentations
The canon of the Bible places this book of five po-
etic laments after the Book of Jeremiah. It is doubt-
ful, however, that Jeremiah wrote them, since both the 
content and style differ from Jeremiah.

These poems mournfully lament the destruction 
of Jerusalem and the Temple, a symbol that God had 
abandoned his people. Today, Jews still read Lamen-
tations aloud in the synagogues in mid-July to recall 
the destruction of the Temple in 587 BC and later de-
struction in AD 70. Also, a comparison of the poems 
in Lamentations with writings of the prophet Eze-
kiel (see “Ezekiel” and “What Do Ezekiel’s Actions 
Mean?” on pages 160–164) reveal the deep pain the 
destruction of Jerusalem caused God’s People.

Baruch
The opening verses of the Book of Baruch are attrib-
uted to Jeremiah’s well-known secretary, though in 
actuality the book was composed nearly two centuries 
after the exile in order to encourage Jews to remain 
faithful in the midst of an increasingly oppressive 
Greek culture. The book itself contains five very dif-
ferent styles of writing—the first and last in prose and 
the others in poetic form.

The final chapter of Baruch is positioned as a sepa-
rate work and patterned after an earlier letter of Jeremi-
ah (Jer 29). It likewise reminds Jews living in far-off 
lands not to be tricked by the predominance of idols. It 
reminds them that “the better for the just man who has 
no idols: he shall be far from disgrace!” (Bar 6:72).

Ezekiel
Of the sparse information known about the prophet 
Ezekiel, his writings reveal that he was a priest. Al-
though some of the other prophets (e.g., Jeremiah) 
may have been from priestly families, Ezekiel seems 
to have been the only prophet who served actively as 
a priest. Priests were in charge of maintaining the pu-
rity of individuals and all of Israel. Part of this task 

was accomplished by conducting Temple sacrifices. 
He likely met with Jewish elders in others places out-
side the Temple, perhaps the first synagogues. Another 
part of the priest’s ministry was to advise the people 
on issues of conduct and day-to-day living, especially 
maintaining ritual purity and eating properly.

Unlike Jeremiah who remained in Jerusalem, Eze-
kiel was deported with the first group of exiles in 597 
and began his role as a prophet five years later in Baby-
lon; he was the first prophet called to prophesy outside 
the Promised Land. Ezekiel’s “call narrative” describes 
a vision of cherubim who gave him a scroll containing 
the word of God which he was to proclaim to the peo-
ple. The words “Lamentation and wailing and woe!” 
were written on the scroll that he was instructed to eat. 
This event was the first in a series of bizarre visions 
and actions Ezekiel experienced through the course of 
his prophesying (Ez 3:1–4). For example, he shaved, 
burned, and divided his hair as a sign of the fate of the 
people of Jerusalem when they were defeated by Nebu-
chadnezzar for the second time (Ez 6:1–4), and he pan-
tomimed the actions of the exiles (Ez 12:1–20).

The Book of Ezekiel is laid out with a clear divi-
sion of parts:
• Ezekiel 1–24. This section—known as “Oracles 

of Judgment”—warns of Jerusalem’s impending 
doom, sometimes reaching a rather severe level 
of rhetoric and anger.

• Ezekiel 33–48. These “Oracles of Hope” speak 
of the restoration of Jerusalem after the exile 
and culminate in a grand vision (Ez 40–48) in 
which Ezekiel “sees” a hopeful reestablishment 
of the Israelite state under equitable and just 
circumstances.

This division leaves a somewhat enigmatic sec-
tion in Ezekiel 25–32. These chapters may have been 
added by an editor at a later time, because the subjects 
of chapters 24 and 33 are precisely the same: the fall 
of Jerusalem. It seems that these originally connected 
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chapters were split by the insertion of the passages 
that now make up chapters 25–32.

Ezekiel 25–32 is sometimes called the “Oracles 
against the Nations,” because it contains speeches of 
judgment directed against foreign nations. Why were 
these chapters inserted in this part of the Book of Eze-
kiel? It is easy to figure out at least part of the answer. 
Look at the timing and placement of these speeches: 
they were placed in the text at the very moment of Je-
rusalem’s destruction by a foreign nation (Babylon). 
Perhaps they were meant to assure the reader that the 
evil done to Jerusalem would have its consequences 
for the perpetrators.

The unique character of the Book of Ezekiel is 
best understood by the series of visions and actions of 
the prophet.

The visions of Ezekiel

1. The Call (Ezekiel 1–3)
The first vision is really the “call narrative” of Eze-
kiel; he receives his “commission” as a prophet in 
the first two chapters. In this vision, Ezekiel sees the 
throne of God in Heaven, accompanied by a series 
of strange creatures and equipped with wheels and 
wings. The theme appears to be movement: the crea-
tures are moving and the setting for the throne of God 

is moving. Before his vision is complete, however, 
Ezekiel is called to be a prophet, even though he 
is told that the people may well reject his message:

But speak my words to them, whether they 
heed or resist, for they are rebellious. (Ez 2:7)

It was at this point of his commissioning that Eze-
kiel was handed a scroll covered with writing on front 
and back. The Lord then makes an unusual request:

Son of man, eat what is before you; eat this 
scroll, then go, speak to the house of Israel. 
(Ez 3:1)

Ezekiel ate the scroll “and it was as sweet as honey” 
(Ez 3:3). Then, God said:

Son of man, go now to the house of Israel, and 
speak my words to them. (Ez 3:4)

Ezekiel was so overcome with this experience that he 
sat stunned for seven days.

2. The Transport to Jerusalem (Ezekiel 8–11)
In his second great vision, Ezekiel is transported to 
Jerusalem with other exiles from Babylon. They are 
stopped on four occasions, each time moving closer and 
closer to the Temple. At each stop, Ezekiel is appalled 
by what he sees—pagan worship and rituals being per-
formed—right up to the steps of the Temple itself.

Keeping in mind that Ezekiel was a priest, this 
vision of the severity of pagan mixing with the reli-
gion of YHWH must have been particularly distaste-
ful. At the end of his “tour of sin” around the Temple 
complex, Ezekiel is placed on a hillside overlooking 
Jerusalem, and he sees something that he wouldn’t 
imagine in his worst nightmare. The Spirit of God ac-
tually leaves Jerusalem:

And the glory of the Lord rose from the city 
and took a stand on the mountain which is to 
the east of the city. (Ez 11:23)
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Ezekiel was shown two important things in this 
vision: (1) the extent of the pagan corruption in Jeru-
salem, and (2) the fact that God was not permanent-
ly “locked” to the Temple; his spirit could be found 
anywhere and everywhere. This second point was 
very important to exiles who might have believed that 
when they left Jerusalem, they also literally left God 
behind at the Temple.

3. The Valley of the Dry Bones (Ezekiel 37)
In the most well-known vision from the Book of Eze-
kiel, the prophet is set among a valley of bones, a hor-
rific sight. One theory is that this valley was in the 
midst of a battlefield, and the dry bones represented 
the fallen of Israel who had died in the battles and de-
struction of the exilic events themselves. Before his 
eyes, Ezekiel sees the bones drawn together, filled out 
with flesh and skin, and restored to life.

Remember, this vision is recorded in the “Ora-
cles of Hope” section. Ezekiel is seeing a vision of 
the restored Israel. The message from this vision is 
that restoration is possible. Even the devastation of the 
destruction brought down on Israel as a result of the 
conquests of Assyria and Babylon can be overcome in 
the plan of God.

4. The Restored Israel (Ezekiel 40–48)
The entire final section of the book contains a dramatic 
vision about the restoration of Israel. There are many 
details about the reconstructed Temple and some ele-
ments of the city. But what is particularly interesting is 
the fact that Ezekiel envisions a redistribution of land 
in this vision. Each of the tribes is to get equal shares 
of land in the restored Israel. The royal leader will 
only be given a set amount of land and will no longer 
oppress the people. This vision describes Ezekiel in 
the tradition of the earlier prophets, speaking for the 
rights of the people against the greed of the royal and 
aristocratic leaders:

. . . the princes of Israel will no longer oppress 
my people, but will leave the land to the house 
of Israel according to their tribes. Thus says 
the Lord God: Enough, you princes of Israel! 
Put away violence and oppression, and do 
what is right and just! Stop evicting my people 
says the Lord God. (Ez 45:8–9)

This vision let the people know that the restored Israel 
would not go back to its old ways. A new and just Is-
rael was on the horizon.

Reflect
If you were calling people to a new and restored 
order of living, what would your message entail?
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WHaT dO EzEkIEl’S aCTIONS MEaN?
Some of the actions of Ezekiel give the impression 
that he was mentally unstable, because of the ex-
treme variations of his personality. For example, ex-
amine these seven acts of Ezekiel:

• After his call from the Lord, Ezekiel sits in his 
own house; unlike many of the prophets who 
seek out the people to whom God wishes to 
speak, Ezekiel waits until people come to him. 
Even then, he speaks only when the Lord opens 
his mouth (Ez 3:24–27).

• Ezekiel builds a model of Jerusalem, complete 
with battering rams, siege walls, and other 
weapons of war. He then lies—first on his left side 
and then on his right side—facing the model. He 
eats impure food cooked in an impure manner—
probably representing the sickness, death, and 
starvation of the people living under siege condi-
tions (Ez 4).

• Ezekiel cuts off his hair, and then divides it into 
thirds, cutting one part, burning one part, and 
throwing one part to the wind. This likely repre-
sents the fate of the people of Jerusalem in the 
coming destruction—a third will die by the sword 
of the invaders, a third will burn in the fire of 
siege and conquest, and a third will flee as refu-
gees or be taken as prisoners of war to the “far 
corners of the earth” (Ez 5).

• Ezekiel packs an exile’s bag and is seen leaving the city again and again, re-enacting the events of 
being conquered and exiled by Babylon (Ez 12).

• Ezekiel returns to his model of the city of Jerusalem, adding a road approaching it from Babylon. 
This is likely meant to show that Nebuchadnezzar would return to Jerusalem to destroy it (Ez 21).

• When Ezekiel’s wife dies suddenly, he does not mourn for her in the customary ways; instead, he 
puts on his sandals and turban and goes about as usual. When the people question him about it, 
he tells them that this will be their response, too; when Jerusalem falls—there will be no time for 
mourning (Ez 24:15–26).

• After the vision of dry bones, Ezekiel joins together two sticks marked “Israel” and “Judah” to 
represent the reunification of the old rival states of the Hebrews (Ez 37:15–22).

What do the symbolic actions of the prophet Ezekiel mean? Were these just theatrics meant to im-
press the importance of his message on the people? Was he, in fact, mentally unstable? A comparison 
with the poems of the Book of Lamentations suggests another idea:
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Compare Ezekiel 3:22–27 and Lamentations 3:7–9.

Ezekiel sits confined in his home with hands tied by cords. Lamentations speaks of a 

prophet hemmed in and bound by chains.

Compare Ezekiel 4:1–3 and Lamentations 1:11; 2:12; 4:4; 9–10.

The siege of Jerusalem forces some people to eat impure foods, or foods prepared 

in an impure manner. Lamentations echoes the concern with the ability to feed one-

self and family properly. (Also see Jer 52:6 and 2 Kgs 25:3.)

Compare Ezekiel 5:1–17 and Lamentations 1:1; 2:21.

Ezekiel acts out the tri-fold punishment of Jerusalem—a third of the people burnt 

in the city, a third dying by the sword, and a third exiled (“strewn to the wind”). 

Lamentations bemoans the lonely, once crowded city.

Compare Ezekiel 12 and Lamentations 1:3, 18.

Ezekiel prepares “an exile’s baggage” and is led through a hole in a wall to exem-

plify being taken as a prisoner of war. He is reliving the events of the exile—first, his 

own exile to Babylon, and second, his image of events to come when Jerusalem will 

fall and be utterly destroyed. Lamentations mourns the fate of Judah, finding no 

place to rest as her people are led into exile.

Compare Ezekiel 21 and Lamentations 2:21; 5:9.

In Ezekiel, the image of the sword is used to refer to Babylonian forces. In Lamenta-

tions the image of the sword is a symbol for foreign rule.

The Book of Lamentations expresses in powerful, emotional terms the devastation of the city of 
Jerusalem, and the profound grief of the people of Judah and Israel. When the Book of Ezekiel is 
read with Lamentations, we realize how deeply Ezekiel suffered from the devastation of the siege 
he went through in 597 BC, and the destruction that he and others heard about while in Babylon in 
587. His actions, therefore, must be understood, not as the ravings of one afflicted with mental ill-
ness, but as the outpouring of an almost overwhelming sense of grief, loss, and pain.

Today we know much more about the psychological impact of warfare and disaster. Ezekiel is 
as much a prophet for modern times as he was for the exiles in Babylon. He suffered the same fate 
as the millions of homeless and refugees fleeing warfare and hunger today who also must deal with 
the psychological and spiritual impact of a horrific situation. God chose a broken refugee to be a 
prophet of hope to all who find themselves in a similar situation.
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Daniel
In the canon of the Hebrew scriptures, 
the Book of Daniel is classified with the 
Writings. These books include Wisdom 
literature and the Psalms. The Catholic 
Old Testament canon includes Daniel 
with the prophetic books though Dan-
iel did not receive the traditional call 
by God to preach. In reality, the Book 
of Daniel has three main divisions and 
includes prophecy, history (see “Daniel 
1–6” on pages 113–114), and apoca-
lyptic literature:
• Daniel 1–6. This part includes 

six stories about a young Jew-
ish boy, Daniel. Along with his 
friends, Daniel remains faithful to 
YHWH under the reigns of King 
Nebuchadnezzar II and the Per-
sian kings. These stories probably 
originated in the Persian era, but 
were retold during the persecu-
tion of the Jews by Antiochus IV 
(Chapter 10).

• Daniel 7–12. This section contains 
four symbolic visions that cen-
ter on the heavenly destruction of 
Israel’s enemies, especially Antio-
chus IV (below).

• Daniel 13–14. Three other sto-
ries found only in the Septuagint 
(not considered inspired by Jews 
and Protestants) end the book. In 
one of the stories, Daniel saves a 
young maiden named Susanna, 
and in the other two reveals pagan 
idols to be false gods.

The middle section of Daniel was 
written in approximately 164 BC by an 
anonymous author. The story is told as 
if it had occurred four centuries earlier. 
This was done for one reason: doing so 

allowed the author to take on the role 
of the prophet and discuss the difficul-
ties facing the people during the time of 
Antiochus IV without fear of persecu-
tion. By using symbols and giving the 
story a supposedly historical context, 
the author could speak more freely than 
the oppressive government would nor-
mally allow.

The visions of Daniel 7–12 repeat 
the dream of Nebuchadnezzar in Dan-
iel 2. In Daniel 7:1–28, the prophet sees 
four beasts coming from the sea. The 
beasts signify the Babylonian empire, 
the kingdom of the Medes, the Persian 
empire, and the empire of Alexander. 
The message of these visions is that 
pagan kingdoms grow progressively 
worse, reaching their climax in the “lit-
tle horn” that represents Antiochus (Dn 
7:8). The people are destined to suffer 
under him for a period of apparently 
three and a half years. Relief will come 
only when God himself intervenes.

Why did apocalyptic writing appeal 
so much to Jews in the centuries prior 
to, during, and immediately after Jesus’ 
life on earth? Most likely, the apocalyp-
tic books arose in circumstances of op-
pression—when the social and political 
policies of the Persian, Greek, or even 
later Roman rulers became especially 
brutal. In such circumstances, the Jews 
literally cried out to God and had vi-
sions from God of hopeful reassurance 
that he was with them. The highly sym-
bolic nature of the writing protected the 
authors—as well as the readers—from 
persecution since the language would 

apocalyptic literature
A highly symbolic style of 
writing in which hidden 
truths are revealed within 
a narrative framework. The 
revelation is often delivered 
by an angelic or visionary 
being.
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be difficult to decipher by those outside the cultural 
context of the author and his intended audience. The 
Book of Revelation in the New Testament employed 
the same symbolic and allegorical language found not 
only in the Book of Daniel, but also in the apocalyptic 
sections of Ezekiel and Zechariah.

Consider the mood and thinking surrounding 
apocalyptic literature. The times were bad and the 
Jews held on to the belief that God was going to bring 
about immediate change. This is one of the central 
messages of apocalyptic visions: God is in control. 
What seems awful and unpredictable is not outside of 
God’s control.

 Review
1. How is the Book of Isaiah typically divided?

2. What is the main subject of the first thirty-
nine chapters of the Book of Isaiah?

3. Who might the prophet have been referring to 
when he wrote of the “Suffering Servant.”

4. How does Jesus fulfill Isaiah’s prophecy of the 
Suffering Servant?

5. When were the final eleven chapters of the 
Book of Isaiah composed?

6. Why did Jeremiah think the people of Judah 
should submit to Babylonian rule?

7. What were three main parts of Jeremiah’s 
Temple Sermon?

8. What is the subject of the Book of 
Lamentations?

9. Who is the attributed author of the Book of 
Baruch?

10. What are two things about Ezekiel’s personal 
history that are unique among Old Testament 
prophets?

11. How was the Book of Ezekiel divided?

12. What is the message of Ezekiel’s vision in the 
valley of dry bones?

13. How does the Book of Lamentations help to 
shed light on the meaning of the actions of 
Ezekiel?

14. How does the classification of the Book of 
Daniel differ between the Old Testament and 
Hebrew scriptures?

15. Why was apocalyptic writing popular in the 
centuries surrounding the time of Jesus?
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Minor Prophets
The section of prophets in the Old Tes-
tament canon beginning with Hosea, a 
prophet of the northern kingdom who 
lived in the eighth century BC and end-
ing with the Book of Malachi, com-
posed before Nehemiah’s arrival in 
Jerusalem in the fifth century BC, is 
known as the “minor prophets.” Again, 
this definition does not diminish the 
message of these prophets in any way; 
they are simply shorter writings. As 
with the other prophets of the Old Tes-
tament, they were men called by God 
who stress the interpretation of current 
events in light of God’s plan of Salva-
tion. Rather, this distinction is based 
on the length of their writings. While 
each of the major prophets took up one 
scroll in composition, the minor proph-
ets together were written on the same 
single scroll. A brief overview of each 
prophet and their writings follows.

Hosea
The Book of Hosea offers some brief 
biographical information on the proph-
et. Hosea was born and prophesied in 
the northern kingdom. His ministry 
overlapped that of Amos (see “Amos,” 
on pages 169–171) and probably began 
in the last years of Jeroboam II. Both 
prophets seemed to anticipate the fall 
of Israel to the Assyrian Empire in 722 
BC.

Hosea lived a very interesting 
life! In the opening verses, it is ex-
plained that God called Hosea to marry 

a known prostitute, Gomer. The Lord 
said to Hosea:

Go, take a harlot wife and harlot’s  
 children,

 for the land gives itself to  
 harlotry,

 turning away from the Lord. 
(Hos 1:2)

This action was no doubt shocking to 
the people who knew and listened to 
Hosea. Yet it makes very clear the fact 
that Hosea was a prophet who must be 
both watched and listened to. In oth-
er words, Hosea acted out part of his 
message in his own life. His first au-
dience—and readers of the Book of 
Hosea—must pay attention to what his 
strange actions may mean.

Hosea did marry Gomer, and then 
proceeded to have three children with 
her—each child named for one of Ho-
sea’s controversial ideas. The name of 
the first child, Jezreel, implied a criti-
cism of the house of King Jehu for the 
murder of the entire house of Ahab in 
the valley of Jezreel. Even though 
Jehu thought he was doing God’s 
will when he murdered all the 
members of the family of Ahab, 
Hosea hinted strongly that he 
went too far, and his blood-
shed was an unnecessary bru-
tality. The name would have 
been understood as a criti-
cism of the royal house of 
Jehu. (Hosea was obvi-
ously unafraid of politi-
cal comment.)

harlotry
In the Old Testament, this 
term refers not only to a 
woman’s illicit sexual be-
havior, but perhaps even 
more commonly to the 
practice of worshipping 
Canaanite gods along with 
YHWH. Jezebel is referred 
to as a “harlot” in this 
sense, not because she was 
ever unfaithful to Ahab.
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Hosea then named his second child Lo-ruha-
mah. This translates literally as “she is not pitied.” 
Hosea’s message connected with Lo-ruhamah was 
a dire warning:

The Lord said to him:
Give her the name Lo-ruhama;
I no longer feel pity for the house of Israel:
 rather, I abhor them utterly. (Hos 1:6)

Finally, Hosea’s third child has the most omi-
nous name of the three: Lo-ammi, which means “not 
my people.” The warning attached to this name was 
most deeply threatening:

Then the Lord said:
Give him the name Lo-ammi,
 for you are not my people,
 and I will not be your God. (Hos 1:9)

This was the ultimate threat because it was a rever-
sal of God’s promise to Israel in the covenant promise 
made to Moses:

I will take you as my own people, and you 
shall have me as your God. You will know 
that I, the Lord, am your God when I free you 
from the labor of the Egyptians and bring you 
into the land which I swore to give to Abra-
ham, Isaac and Jacob. (Ex 6:7–8)

In the following sections of the Book of Hosea 
(Hos 2–3), it is clear that the prophet is “acting out” 
the role of God, and that his controversial marriage 
symbolizes God’s relationship with Israel. Gomer’s 
unfaithfulness mirrors Israel’s desertion of YHWH in 
favor of worshipping Baal.

In Hosea 2, it appears as if the prophet is angry with 
his own wife Gomer and makes many kinds of threats 
against her (presumably for adultery on her part). But 
as the chapter proceeds, the reader learns that it is re-
ally God’s relationship with Israel that is threatened:

I will punish her for the days of the Baals,
 for whom she burnt incense
While she decked herself out with her rings and her  

 jewels,
 and, in going after her lovers,
 forgot me, says the Lord. (Hos 2:15)

After these words one would expect the prophet to bring 
final condemnation and judgment. But here the Book of 
Hosea takes a fascinating turn. Just at the moment when 
one would most expect to hear a word of condemnation 
and judgment from the prophet, suddenly he assures the 
reader of God’s forgiving compassion:

So I will allure her;
 I will lead her into the desert
 and speak to her heart. (Hos 2:16)

Not only does God speak words of forgiving com-
passion, but also the rest of the section reads like a wed-
ding vow as God proposes marriage to his adulterous 
partner, Israel, as a way to reestablish their relationship:

I will make a covenant for them on that day,
 with the beasts of the field,
With the birds of the air,
 and with the things that crawl on the ground. . . .
I will espouse you to me forever:
 I will espouse you in right and in justice,
 in love and in mercy;
I will espouse you in fidelity
 and you shall know the Lord. (Hos 2:20a; 21–22)
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In Hosea 3, God tells the prophet to take Gomer 
back as his wife. This is symbolic of God’s everlast-
ing love for his people: after a period of trial (the dis-
solution of the kingdom), the people will fully return 
to their relationship with the Lord. Human passion is 
compared favorably to God’s love for humanity, and 
this is an important message. The prophet compared 
the love of God with the two most powerful passions 
in human existence: the love between a husband and 
a wife and the love between a parent and a child (Hos 
11:1–4). This faithfulness and love of YHWH for his 
people is the lasting message of the Book of Hosea.

Joel
The Book of Joel is filled with apocalyptic images 
and addresses the last days. Likely finished in about 
400 BC, its primary theme is the “day of the Lord.” 
Joel was a Temple prophet who believed that a locust 
plague that ravished the country was a sign of God’s 
judgment on his people. Joel’s message was a call to 
repentance and fasting, after which he promised that 
God would bless the nation:

Yet even now, says the Lord,
 return to me with your whole heart,
 with fasting, and weeping, and mourning.
Rend your hearts, not your garments,
 and return to the Lord, your God.
For gracious and merciful is he,
 slow to anger, rich in kindness,
 and relenting in punishment. (Jl 2:12–13)

The prophet told of the “day of the Lord” when 
God would battle all evil forces (the pagan nations) 
at the Valley of Jehoshaphat near Jerusalem. This day 
would mark an entirely new beginning, a fresh cre-
ation of the world when God will pour out his spirit 
on all humanity.

Because Joel quotes or alludes to many other Old 
Testament prophets, scholars believe that it was one of 

the last prophetic books composed. It was an impor-
tant book for the early Church. St. Peter, for example, 
quotes Joel 3 on Pentecost (Acts 2:17–21).

Amos
Amos is described as a shepherd and tree farmer from 
Tekoa, near Bethlehem, in the southern kingdom. His 
prophetic ministry takes place during the rule of Je-
roboam II (786–746 BC). Thus Amos is considered 
the first prophet for whom there is a separate, recorded 
collection of sayings. As with the other books of the 
prophets, the Book of Amos was probably collected 
and recorded by the prophet’s disciples. Like Elisha’s 
relationship to Elijah, it seems clear that prophets al-
most always had disciples with whom they were close 
and who participated in their itinerate travels and 
ministry.

Because of his background as a shepherd, Amos 
is often depicted as one from working-class origins. 
However, that assumption depends on the interpreta-
tion of Amos 7:14–15, where Amos says to the priest 
of Bethel:

I was no prophet, nor have I belonged to a 
company of prophets; I was a shepherd and 
dresser of sycamores. The Lord took me from 
the following flock, and said to me, Go, proph-
esy to my people Israel. (Am 7:14–15)

From the passage it is not clear whether Amos was 
a hired shepherd or the owner of the land and flocks. 
One idea is that the first two chapters of the Book of 
Amos indicate that Amos knew too much about inter-
national events to be a poor farm laborer. However, 
Amos could have been well informed and still have 
been a hired shepherd!

The prophet Amos was perhaps strongest on the 
issues of social justice. He spoke out against many of 
the sins of those living in the northern kingdom: geno-
cide, cruelty, anger, dishonesty, greed, lawlessness, 
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sexual excess, desecration of the dead, rejection of the 
prophets, robbery, violence, selfishness, deceit, injus-
tice, and pride. He also condemned the abuses of the 
wealthy. He was particularly angry with an abusive 
lifestyle that extorted work from the poor for very low 
wages. At times this concern of Amos reaches a spec-
tacular literary flourish. Speaking to the people of Sa-
maria who had been living in luxury oblivious to their 
sins and the threat of the Assyrians, Amos said about 
them:

Lying upon beds of ivory,
 stretched comfortably on their couches,
They eat lambs taken from the flock
 and calves from the stall!
Improvising to the music of the harp,
 like David, they devise their own accompaniment.
They drink wine from bowls
 and anoint themselves with the best oils;
 yet they are not made ill by the collapse of  

 Joseph!
Therefore, now they shall be the first to go into  

 exile,
 and their wanton revelry shall be done away  

 with. (Am 6:4–7)

It is easy to imagine the indulgent parties de-
scribed in this passage—people wealthy enough to 
have furniture with inlaid ivory (not native to Pales-
tine, so it must have been imported), to feast on young 
animals (a luxury that would appall most of the poor), 
and to drink wine (according to Amos 2:8, this wine 
was bought with the taxes and fines they imposed on 
the poor) not from cups, but from bowls—abandoning 
any moderation at all.

Amos was particularly angry at the wealthy for 
pouring excess money into shows of Temple worship. 
The rich seemed to justify their oppressive lifestyles 
by purchasing many animals for Temple sacrifice, and 

thus made great public shows of their “piety.” Amos 
spoke strongly against this practice:

I hate, I spurn your feasts,
 I take no pleasure in your solemnities;
Your cereal offerings I will not accept,
 nor consider your stall-fed peace offerings.
Away with your noisy songs!
 I will not listen to the melodies of your harps.
But if you would offer me holocausts,
 then let justice surge like water,
 and goodness like an unfailing stream.  

(Am 5:21–24)

As with other Old Testament prophets, Amos’s 
message was often one of judgment. However, most 
of the time when prophets preached a warning, the 
warning itself was intended to keep the dire event 
from happening. There is some debate about whether 
or not the prophet Amos had any hope that the people 
of the northern kingdom would be able to adhere to 
his words and thus avoid the judgment he predicted. 
Some scholars are of the opinion that Amos did not 
believe Israel could possibly comply, hence making 
him a “prophet of doom”:

Then the Lord said to me:
The time is ripe to have done with my people Israel;
 I will forgive them no longer.
The temple songs shall become wailings on that  

 day,
 says the Lord God.
Many shall be the corpses,
 strewn everywhere.—Silence! (Am 8:2b–3)

Amos did know that the destruction of the people 
by God was intended to be instructive, not destructive. 
Though people persisted in their sinfulness, Amos 
believed that such behavior could never completely 
frustrate the plan of God for the Salvation of human-
kind. The closing words of the Book of Amos reveal 
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his hope in a future that would bring God’s blessings 
again:

But I will not destroy the house of
 Jacob completely . . .
I will bring about restoration of my
  people Israel;
 they shall rebuild and inhabit their
  ruined cities,
Plant vineyards and drink the wine,
 set out gardens and eat the fruits. (Am 9:8b, 14)

Reflect
In your own life, how do you practice moderation 
as opposed to living to excess?

Obadiah
The Book of Obadiah is the shortest book of the Old 
Testament at only twenty-one verses long. Written as 
an oracle, it also contains one of the harshest messages 
of any of the prophets. Nothing is known about the 
author of the prophecy. Because it directs its message 
against Edom, a longtime enemy of Israel, it is dated 
sometime in the fifth century BC.

The Edomites were descendants 
of Jacob’s brother, Esau. They had 
moved into southern Judah and par-
ticipated in the sack of Jerusalem. 
In addition, they were among those 
who resisted the resettlement of the 
returning exiles. Obadiah sharply 
denounces the actions of this en-
emy, predicts their destruction, and 
prophesies the restoration of Judah.

Jonah
The Book of Jonah likely comes 
from a late historical period, certain-
ly after the destruction of Jerusalem 

in 587 BC. Thus, the book derives from the long pe-
riod of occupation of the land of the Hebrews, but also 
a time when thousands of Hebrews lived as minorities 
throughout the Diaspora.

The city of Nineveh was, for a time, the capi-
tal of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. The Assyrians con-
quered the northern kingdom of Israel in 722 BC and 
deported a group of the upper class from that region. 
In this story, Jonah is called to deliver his prophet-
ic message to the center of one of the most feared 
and hated regimes the Hebrews ever faced. (Also, 
Nineveh is a symbol of the non-Jewish population.) 
Any sane Jew feeling himself “called” to the center 
of the Assyrian Empire would also probably hop a 
boat heading in the opposite direction. And that is 
exactly what Jonah does. But Jonah soon realizes 
that there is no escape from the God of the Hebrews. 
Even the “sea monsters” are subservient to God (see 
Jonah 1:17).

The heart of the Book of Jonah is the Psalm of 
thanksgiving that appears in Jonah 2:3–10. Biblical 
scholarship has suggested that the Psalm is much old-
er than the Book of Jonah and that the story of Jonah 
was modeled to fit around the Psalm, illustrating the 
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meaning (a teaching method that Jew-
ish rabbis came to call a midrash).

The references in the Psalm to 
missing the Temple (Jon 2:4) and be-
ing away from the land, and the allu-
sions to prison (Jon 2:6) all suggest that 
it dates from the exile when the people 
in the Diaspora lamented their fate (cf. 
Psalm 107:10–16; 137; Isaiah 42:7; 
Lamentations 3:34). So it seems clear 
that the Book of Jonah derives much of 
its power and meaning by being read in 
the Diaspora. This is a major clue to the 
meaning of the text.

Jonah’s news to the king and peo-
ple of Nineveh has a most interesting 
result: The king descends from the 
throne, removes his robe, and all the 
people fast and mourn. The king also 
decreed:

Every man shall turn from his 
evil way and from the violence 
he has in hand. (Jon 3:8)

In other words, the Assyrians repent of 
their ways and change their behavior. 
God recognizes the Assyrian’s repen-
tance, and Jonah is furious at God’s 
compassion. It is, of course, the same 
compassion that earlier saved his own 
sea-soaked skin. But now that God is 
showing compassion to an enemy, it is 
too much.

There is no escaping the power of 
this story: The Book of Jonah is about 
God’s compassion on all people, even 
those who are not Jews. God cares for 
the well-being and transformation of 
all. But there is more.

The Book of Jonah is often de-
scribed as a parable with a double 
meaning. Jonah, we must remember:

1. is called by God.
2. rejects the call.
3. is sent into darkness.
4. is released to a mission.

Does this sound familiar? This pat-
tern is the general historical theme of 
the Bible, preeminently represented 
in the books of Joshua, Judges, 1 and 
2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings. In fact, 
some believe that the prophet Jeremi-
ah’s famous comments may have origi-
nally inspired the Book of Jonah:

He has consumed me, routed me,
 [Nebuchadnezzar, king of 
  Babylon,]
 he has left me as an empty 
  vessel;
He has swallowed me like a dragon:
 filled his belly with my delights,
 and cast me out. (Jer 51:34)

In this tale, Jonah is Israel. The 
people of Israel were called by God, 
but sinfully rejected the call and lis-
tened to their own voices. As pun-
ishment, they were sent into exile. If 
Jonah does represent Israel, what have 
the people learned from the experience 
of the exile? The author of Jonah teach-
es that there is now a radical redefini-
tion of what it means to be the People 
of God. If this is true, then Jonah is a 
symbol of Israel herself, missionary to 
the world and agent of God’s Salvation. 
But Jonah is reluctant; sin and rejection 

midrash
Commentaries compiled 
between AD 400 and 1200 
by Jewish rabbis on the 
Hebrew scriptures.

Licensed to Holy Family High School College Preparatory for the 2014–15 school year.



 The Prophets 173

of God’s laws sent Israel into exile as Jonah was sent 
into the belly of the big fish.

With Jonah (and Isaiah 49:6), the point is made 
that during the exile some of the Jews finally came 
to understand the profound nature of their call from 
YHWH. It was the same call that was repeated and 
taken up so powerfully in the teaching and example of 
Jesus. Jesus, too, renewed God’s call and initiated his 
Kingdom. Jesus told the people: “You are the light of 
the world” (Mt 5:14).

Micah
The prophet Micah was born in the lowly village 
of Moresheth in the Judean foothills. He preached 
at the same time as Isaiah of Jerusalem, during 
the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah in the 
eighth century BC. His images were drawn mostly 

from the rural life. Micah’s warning was traditional: If 
the people did not return to the Lord and observe the 
Law of Moses, they would be destroyed, but Micah 
also had harsh warnings for the leaders and elite who 
lived privileged lives in Jerusalem.

Micah witnessed the fall of Samaria and the ad-
vance of the Assyrians on Jerusalem in 701 BC. He 
was the first prophet who preached the eventual fall 
of Jerusalem:

Therefore, because of you,
 Zion shall be plowed like a field,
 and Jerusalem reduced to rubble,
And the mount of the temple
 to a forest ridge. (Mi 3:12)

However, like Isaiah, Micah told of a time when 
God would bring a universal reign of peace:

They shall beat their swords into
 plowshares,
and their spears into pruning hooks. (Mi 4:3)

The same passage appears in Isaiah and thus shows a 
consistency in the messages of the two prophets.

Micah also wrote of a messiah who would come 
to lead Israel to peace and justice. This anointed one 
will be from Bethlehem, a good shepherd who will 
rule by the strength of the Lord. He will gather God’s 
remnant, a righteous group who would survive God’s 
chastisement of the nation. This remnant will lead the 
nations to true worship of God. Micah’s prophecy 
concerning the birth of the Messiah in Bethlehem (Mi 
5:1) is cited in Matthew 2:6 and John 7:42.

Nahum
The prophet Nahum spoke of the fall of Nineveh (Na 
2:2–14) shortly before the fall of the despised capi-
tal city of Assyria in 612 BC. Only after the conquest 
of Nineveh was the scope of the cruelty of the Assyr-
ians realized: inscriptions of Assyria revealed mounds 

The Propeht Micah
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of decapitated heads, enslaved citizens, and scores of 
looters.

Nahum depicts God at first as an avenger who pro-
tects his people from their enemies:

The Lord is slow to anger, yet great in
 Power,
And the Lord never leaves the guilty
 Unpunished. (Na 1:3)

But YHWH is also merciful and orders the world in 
his moral goodness. The words of the prophet Nahum 
and the destiny of Nineveh also foreshadowed the fate 
of Jerusalem, which years later would experience the 
same type of judgment.

Habakkuk
Shortly after Nahum, the prophet Habakkuk warned 
that the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar II would 
not stop with Nineveh and Egypt (captured in 605 BC). 
Babylon would set its sights on Judah, he warned:

Look over the nations and see,
 and be utterly amazed!
For a work is being done in your days
 that you would not have believed, were it told.
For see, I am raising Chaldea,
 that bitter and unruly people,
That marches the breadth of the land
 to take dwellings not his own. (Hb 1:5–6)

The prophet was correct. Nebuchadnezzar’s siege 
of Jerusalem began in 597 BC. From Nebuchadnez-
zar’s own inscriptions, he appointed in Jerusalem 
“a king of his liking, took heavy booty from it, and 
brought it into Babylon.” The Judean king Jehoiachin, 
only on the throne for three months, surrendered, was 
deposed, and was deported to Babylon.

Habakkuk was probably a prophet attached to the 
Temple who lived during Jehoiachin’s reign. The first 
two chapters of the short book are a dialogue between 

the prophet and the Lord. The third chapter is a lyrical 
reminder of Israel’s past that borrows from the poetry 
of ancient Canaan. The book ends with a song of faith 
in God, the Savior.

Zephaniah
The prophecy of Zephaniah comes immediately be-
fore the prophecy of Jeremiah during the early days 
of King Josiah’s reign, perhaps between 640 and 625 
BC. The language style and ideas in the Book of Jer-
emiah are similar to those in the Book of Zephaniah.

Idolatry was prevalent during Zephaniah’s time. 
Zephaniah announced a “day of the Lord” that would 
bring doom:

Near is the great day of the Lord. . . .
 a day of anguish and distress,
A day of destruction and desolation
 a day of darkness and gloom,
A day of thick black clouds,
 a day of trumpet blasts and battle alarm
Against fortified cities,
 against battlements on high. (Zep 1:14–16)
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Yet, in spite of the infidelities of God’s People, 
the consistent message is that God in his mercy will 
spare a holy remnant. The Book of Zephaniah closes 
with a joyful hymn sung by the restored remnant (Zep 
3:1–20).

Haggai
When the Babylonian exile ended and life under Per-
sian rule was just beginning, the Jews had a chance to 
reflect on what directions their life would take as the 
People of God. Several questions persisted: Were they 
meant to return to Palestine and rebuild the Temple in 
Jerusalem? Or, given that there were still Jews living 
outside of Palestine even after the end of the exile, was 
there any reason the Jews should focus on reclaiming 
political rule? Should they be more concerned with re-
dedicating themselves to interior spiritual life?

The prophet Haggai sought to encourage the Jews 
to complete the rebuilding of the Temple. The return-
ing exiles laid the foundation for the Temple in 538 
BC but enthusiasm quickly waned. In the next years, 
the people worked on rebuilding their own homes and 
businesses, and the Temple project remained incom-
plete. Haggai began a campaign in 520 BC to encour-
age the people to re-start the work. Within months, the 
project began.

The Book of Haggai is organized around five 
oracles:
• The call to rebuild the Temple
• The future glory of the new Temple
• The unworthiness of Samaritans to offer sacrifice 

at the restored altar
• A promise of immediate blessings which follows 

the promise to rebuild the Temple
• A pledge to Zerubbabel, a descendent of King 

David, that reemphasizes the promise and hope 
of a Messiah

Haggai exhorts the people to rebuild the Temple by 
linking the connection between the ills of the Jews 

(poverty, drought, and crop failure) to their thought-
less concern about rebuilding their own houses while 
neglecting God’s house.

Reflect
How have you experienced the human nature of 
putting your own needs ahead of the needs of 
others?

Zechariah
The prophet Zechariah’s ministry began two months 
after Haggai’s. The first eight chapters of the Book of 
Zechariah belonged to the prophet who preached from 
520 to 518 BC, about two decades after the return of 
the exiles. In these chapters, he, too, encouraged the 
completion of the Temple. The Temple was, in fact, 
rebuilt about 520–515 BC. Zechariah also predicts a 
messianic age to come. As the son of a high priest, 
Zechariah emphasizes the role of the high priest, Josh-
ua, more than in the Book of Haggai.

The last six chapters of Zechariah represent the 
work of one or more other authors and are sometimes 
called “Deutero-Zechariah.” These chapters are di-
vided into two sections—chapters 9–11 and chapter 
12, each with its own introductory title. Zechariah 9:9 
begins a vision of a Messiah who comes not as a con-
quering warrior, but in lowliness and peace:

See, your king shall come to you; a just savior 
is he, meek, and riding on an ass, on a colt, the 
foal of an ass. (Zec 9:9)

This verse is taken up later in the four Gospels to de-
scribe the entrance of Jesus into Jerusalem on Palm 
Sunday.

Malachi
The prophet Malachi’s name means “my messenger.” 
Though the identify of the prophet is not known, he 
provides an accurate glimpse into life in the Jewish 
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community between the period of Haggai and Nehe-
miah and Ezra’s reforms. As a prophet attached to the 
Temple, Malachi’s predominant theme is fidelity to 
God’s covenant.

Malachi challenged the Jewish priests who were 
making a mockery of their worship of the Lord. They 
offered lame, blemished, blind animals for sacrifice 
instead of the clean ones required by the Law:

When you offer a blind animal for
 sacrifice,
is this not evil?
When you offer the lame or the sick
is it not evil? (Mal 1:8)

Malachi also denounced the Jewish men who di-
vorced their wives to marry wealthy Gentile women. 
They rationalized their twisted logic, claiming that 
God is pleased with sinners:

You must then safeguard life that is your
 own,
And not break faith with the wife of your
 youth. (Mal 2:15)

The prophet also prophesies a coming messenger 
who will announce the day of the Lord. On this day 
of judgment God will purify the priests and the Tem-
ple, save the faithful, and usher in the reign of God. 
The Book of Malachi is fittingly the last book in the 
Old Testament canon. Its concluding verses serve as a 
bridge between the testaments. First, they remind the 
Jews to be faithful to Mosaic Law. Second, they look 
forward to the day of the Lord:

Lo, I will send you
 Elijah, the prophet,
Before the day of the Lord comes,
 the great and terrible day,
To turn the hearts of the fathers to their children,
 and the hearts of the children to their fathers,
Lest I come and strike

 the land with doom.
Lo, I will send you
 Elijah, the prophet,
Before the day of the Lord comes,
 the great and terrible day. (Mal 3:23–24)

 Review
1. What was significant about the names of 

Hosea’s children?

2. What was symbolic about God’s request of 
Hosea to take Gomer back as his wife?

3. What is the primary theme of the Book of 
Joel?

4. What was the prophet Amos’s background?

5. Whom did Amos direct his anger against?

6. How was the Book of Obadiah dated?

7. How is Jonah representative of Israel?

8. How is the message of Micah similar to the 
one that appeared in the Book of Isaiah?

9. How did Nahum describe God?

10. What did the prophet Habakkuk warn of?

11. What positive message does the Book of 
Zephaniah end with?

12. What was Haggai concerned about when the 
returning exiles worked at rebuilding their 
own homes and businesses?

13. How is the Book of Zechariah divided?

14. Why is it fitting that the Book of Malachi is 
the last book of the Old Testament canon?
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Research and Report
Read the following passages from the Servant Songs in the Book of Isaiah. Compare them 

with the related Gospel passages. For each pair, identify similarities between them.

First Servant Song (Isaiah 42:1–7)
Isaiah 42:1 and Mark 1:11

Isaiah 42:7 and Matthew 20:29–34

Second Servant Song (Isaiah 49:1–6)
Isaiah 49:1 and Matthew 21:12–13

Third Servant Song (Isaiah 50:4–9)
Isaiah 50:6 and Matthew 27:30–31

Isaiah 50:7 and John 18:20–23

Fourth Servant Song (Isaiah 52:13—53:12)
Isaiah 52:13 and Luke 24:4–9

Isaiah 53:3 and Luke 22:54–62
Isaiah 53:4 and Luke 22:63–65
Isaiah 53:5 and John 19:33–37

Isaiah 53:7 and Matthew 27:14
Isaiah 53:9 and Mark 15:45–47

Isaiah 53:12 and Luke 24:25–26

SCRIPTuRE PRayER (from Isaiah 40:10)

Here comes with power
 the Lord God,
 who rules by his strong arm;

Here is his reward with him,
 his recompense before him.

Dear God, help us to welcome you into your daily lives 
as we prepare ourselves for your final glory.

Amen.
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Final Reflections
The Old Testament remains essential for seeing how the Old Cov-
enant prefigured the work of Salvation that was accomplished in the 
fullness of time through Jesus Christ.

Why Should Catholics know the Old  
Testament?
Knowing and understanding Christ and the mysteries of our faith is 
more fully accomplished by a thorough reflection on the Old Testa-
ment.
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Final Reflections
Needless to say, the development of the Old Testament 
canon took many years. None of the authors of the sa-
cred books could have imagined that what they were 
writing at the time would be used by generation after 
generation for thousands of years to come. Recall, too, 
that though the prophets knew they were being used as 
“mouthpieces” for God, their written prophecies were 
not recorded until years later.

Around the time of King Josiah’s reform fol-
lowing the Babylonian exile, books of the Law were 
found and used as the basis for reform. This was the 
first time the Jews considered their writings to be sa-
cred and God’s inspired Word. From 621 BC to about 
400 BC, the writings surrounding the Law of Moses 
grew and eventually became the Torah. Some of the 
prophetic books also came on the scene. By 200 BC, 
these books of the prophets were considered part of 
Sacred Scripture. In the last stages of history prior to 
the birth of Christ, the Wisdom literature and other 
post-exilic books developed. The disputes over the 
canonicity of some of these books have been covered, 
but in any case the number of books in the Old Testa-
ment had filled out, as determined by the Church.

The early Church made constant use of the Old 
Testament, looking in its pages for how the Old Cov-
enant prefigured the work of Salvation only accom-
plished in the fullness of time in the person of Jesus 
Christ, God’s Incarnate Son.

The opening of the Letter to the Hebrews describes 
the climax of God’s Revelation, which comes with the 
presence of Jesus Christ, who in the unity of his Di-
vine Person is the one and only mediator between God 
and humanity:

In times past, God spoke in partial and various 
ways to our ancestors through the prophets; in 
these last days, he spoke to us through a son, 

whom he made heir of all things and through 
whom he created the universe,

 who is the refulgence of his glory,
  the very imprint of his being,
 and who sustains all things by his mighty word.

When he had accomplished purification from sins,
he took his seat at the right hand of the Majesty  

 on high
 as far superior to the angels
 as the name he has inherited is more
   excellent than theirs. (Heb 1:1–4)

 Review
How did the early Church make use of the Old 

Testament?

Why Should Catholics 
know the Old Testament?
This question is important for reflection, although 
many Catholics today might answer: “We really don’t 
need to know the Old Testament very well. After all, 
Jesus is the most important person in the Bible, and 
we learn about him in the New Testament, not the Old 
Testament.”

The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches 
that this answer is hardly accurate:

Christians . . . read the Old Testament in the 
light of Christ crucified and risen. Such ty-
pological 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 reaf-
firmed by the Lord himself. Besides, the New 
Testament has to be read in the light of the 
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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. 
(CCC, 129; emphasis added)

In other words, fully understanding Christ and the 
mysteries of our faith can be more fully accomplished 
by understanding the text and nuances of the Old Tes-
tament’s sacred pages.

 Review
What does the Church teach about the impor-

tance of Catholics reading and knowing the 
Old Testament?
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sharing Christ, the Unique word of God
Christ is the unique Word central to all of Scripture, especially in the 
New Testament where his life and teachings are recorded.

Classifying and Arranging the New Testament 
Books
The New Testament appears in five categories: Gospels, Acts of the 
Apostles, Letters, the Catholic Epistles, and the Book of Revelation.

how to study the New Testament
It makes the most sense to begin a study of the New Testament with 
the four Gospels.
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 sharing Christ, the 
Unique word of God
The New Testament is a collection of twenty-seven 
books, all written within one hundred years of Jesus’ 
Death. Most of the books were written before the be-
ginning of the second century. In the entire Bible, 
Christ is the unique Word. The books of the New Tes-
tament all share a commitment to Jesus Christ, who is 
mentioned by name in twenty-six of them. Even the 
very short Third Letter of John, the only one not to ex-
plicitly say the name of Jesus, still refers to him (3 Jn 
7). St. Augustine expounded on the centrality of Christ 
in Scripture:

You recall that one and the same Word of 
God extends throughout Scripture, that is one 
and the same Utterance that resounds in the 
mouths of all the sacred writers, since he who 
was in the beginning God with God has no 
need of separate syllables; for he is not subject 
to time. (quoted in CCC, 102)

The books of the New Testament are very short 
by our standards. Take a quick look at the Third Letter 
of John, the Letter of Jude, or the Letter addressed to 
Philemon as examples of just how short these books 
can be. Their original form, when first written, would 
not have looked like books at all. Rather, the various 
pages of each text would have been joined, end to end, 
into a very long, single page. Small rods would have 
been attached at either end and the entire item would 
have been rolled up into a scroll. It wasn’t until the 
fourth century that the New Testament books were 
bound together with writing appearing on only one 
side of a page.

Of course, infinitely more important than how the 
writings were reproduced, the singular distinction of 
all these books is that they were inspired by the Holy 

Spirit and recognized for that by the Church. The New 
Testament books reflect the true life and teaching of 
Jesus Christ that had been received and handed on by 
the Apostles.

 Review
Which is the only book of the New Testament to 

not explicitly mention Jesus?
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Classifying and Arranging 
the New Testament Books
The New Testament books can be divided into five cat-
egories or kinds of literature that appear in this order 
(with the exception of the letters and epistles, which 
are mixed together):
• The Gospels. There are four narrative proclama-

tions of the key events and teachings from the life 
of Jesus. Please note that even though historical 
and biographical information is contained in the 
Gospels, they are neither historical accounts nor 
biographies.

• The Acts of the Apostles. This is an account of 
the very early Church and of the missionary work 
of St. Paul. The same author of the Gospel of 
Luke wrote the Acts of the Apostles. A compari-
son of Luke 1:1–4 with Acts 1:1–2 is evidence 
of that point. It is correct to think of Acts as the 
second volume of Luke’s Gospel.

• Letters. You can construe letters to be just as 
they are named. These messages were written to 
specific local churches, such as those at Corinth 
or Galatia, or to individuals, such as Philemon, 
Timothy, or Titus. Most of the letters were writ-
ten or attributed to St. Paul.

• The Catholic Epistles. The word epistle origi-
nates from a Greek word meaning “to send a 
message.” Epistles are extended homily-like 
writings addressed to the universal Church rather 
than to a local community. Two examples are 
the Epistles of James and Hebrews, which are 
not addressed to any particular locale or person. 
Epistles are also called “catholic letters” as a way 
to describe their universal audience. However, 
the terms “letter” and “epistle” are not always 
used carefully, and are often interchanged. Some 
books are disputed as to whether they are letters 
or epistles. Most, though, are clearly one or the 
other.

• The Book of Revelation. The final book of the 
Bible is a visionary teaching warning the Church 
not to be complacent. This book uses many 

symbols and metaphors that may have been well 
understood by the people of the time, but require 
proper study for later generations and people 
from other cultures. If you skim through this 
book briefly, reading almost anywhere at random, 
you will quickly recognize the text as highly 
symbolic and telling of visions of God, the risen 
Lord, and the future.

 Review
1. How are the New Testament books divided 

into five categories or kinds of literature?

2. In the New Testament, what is the difference 
between a letter and an epistle?
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how to study the New 
Testament
Before beginning a study of the New Testament, it is 
important to consider what order to proceed in study-
ing the books. We could start with the earliest books, 
meaning those written first, or begin with the books 
that describe the events that happened first, or take the 
books in the order we find them.

The earliest writings of the New Testament are 
the letters written by St. Paul, most likely in the early 
AD 50s. This is only about fifteen years after the As-
cension of Jesus Christ. A problem with beginning a 
study with those letters is that Paul presumed that his 
readers already knew and understood Jesus’ life and 
teachings, and the details and significance of Jesus’ 
Death and Resurrection. So, before students can un-
derstand Paul, they really have to have confidence in 
their knowledge of Jesus Christ. Much of this infor-
mation about Jesus’ life is gleaned from the Gospels. 
Thus, though Paul’s letters were the first written, they 
are probably not the best place to start.

The books that describe the earliest events 
in the New Testament are the four Gos-
pels. Biblical scholarship has placed the 
composition of the Gospels generally 
between AD 68 and 120, well after Je-
sus’ life on earth. Because the Gos-
pels describe events taken from the 
Church’s early preaching about Je-
sus, his teachings, and his life, Death, 
and Resurrection, they help us to un-
derstand all the other writings in both 
the New Testament and the Old Testa-
ment. So, even though the Gospels were 
written considerably later than Paul’s letters, 
it makes sense to begin a study of the New Tes-
tament with the four Gospels.

The Acts of the Apostles should be studied after 
the Gospels. They provide a context not only to the 
beginning of the Church at Pentecost, but also to the 
life and ministry travels of St. Paul. Just as it is easier 
to understand Paul’s letters rooted in a knowledge of 
Jesus, it is also easier to understand the other letters 
and epistles after learning more about the Gospels.

 Review
1. Even though they were the earliest com-

posed, why are Paul’s letters not the 
best place to start a reading of the New 
Testament?

2. What do the Gospels describe?
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Discovering the Good 
News
The Gospels are central to Sa-
cred Scripture and refer to the 
“Good News” of Jesus’ life, 
teaching, and preaching.

similarities in the 
synoptic Gospels
The Gospels—or Matthew, Mark, 
and Luke—are called the Synop-
tic Gospels because of their simi-
larities and common material.

Dating the Gospels
Among the most reliable ways 
to assign dates to the Gospels is 
to assign their creation to some-
time after known dated events 
mentioned in them.

Formation of the 
Gospels
The formation of the Gospels 
took place in three stages.

Authorship of the 
Gospels
Although the Gospels do not 
name or identify their authors in 
the texts, names were assigned 
to the Gospels as early as the 
second century AD.

The Gospel of mark
The Gospel of Mark, the first 
Gospel written, is organized 

around the theme of discipleship 
in two main parts: a long intro-
duction followed by the Passion 
narrative.

The Gospel of  
matthew
The Gospel of Matthew, written 
for a Jewish-Christian commu-
nity, presents Jesus as the New 
Moses and the Messiah called 
forth from the Old Testament.

The Gospel of luke
The Gospel of Luke is the first 
volume of a two-part set that 
also includes the Acts of the 
Apostles.

The Gospel of John
The unique Gospel of John is 
expansive of Christian theology 
though it is simply arranged in 
two major sections—the Book of 
Signs and the Book of Glory.

Acts of the Apostles
The Acts of the Apostles, written 
by the author of Luke’s Gospel, 
provides a chronology of events 
in the early Church.

strategies for Read-
ing, studying, and 
Praying the Gospels
It is ultimately essential to pray 
with the Gospels.
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Discovering the 
Good News
The Greek word for “gospel,” euange-
lion, used seventy-six times in the New 
Testament, is made up of two words, 
eu, meaning “good,” and angélion, 
meaning “news” (note that an ángelos 
or angel is a messenger, and angélion 
is a message or the “news” a messen-
ger brings). The Old English word for 
“good news” is “gospel.”

Most of the references to “Good 
News” in the New Testament refer not 
to stories of Jesus’ life, but to the con-
tent of what he preached. For example, 
the first time the word “gospel” appears 
in the New Testament is in Matthew 

4:23, when it is reported that Jesus 
“went around all of Galilee, teaching 
in their synagogues, proclaiming the 
gospel of the kingdom.” Jesus wasn’t 
preaching about his life at that moment. 
Rather, he was teaching the Galileans 
about how God was breaking into the 
world, what they should believe, and 
how they should seek repentance so 
that they could respond correctly to 
what God was doing in their lives.

That means that the word “gospel” 
didn’t originally mean “a narrative of 
Jesus’ life.” It only came to mean that 
because of the way the word is used in 
Mark 1:1: “The beginning of the good 
news [or ‘gospel’] of Jesus Christ, the 
Son of God.” The way “gospel” is used 
in that passage sounded so very much 
like a title that eventually the term was 
used to describe the other three narra-
tives about Jesus—Matthew, Luke, and 
John—because they were written to re-
semble Mark’s “Gospel.”

There is no Revelation of God 
more personal or full than at the Incar-
nation, the becoming flesh of Jesus, 
God’s only Son. The Incarnation, the 
union of divine and human natures in 
the Person of the Word, Jesus Christ, is 
the basic mystery of our faith. It is also 
the foundation of our joy. Because this 
is true, the four Gospels that narrate 
his life and teach about the events of 
the Paschal Mystery have always held 
the central place of all the inspired and 
Sacred Scriptures. This special signifi-
cance is witnessed in the liturgy. The 
assembly stands in respect while the 

Incarnation
The dogma that God’s eter-
nal Son assumed a human 
nature and became man in 
Jesus Christ to save us from 
our sins. The term literally 
means “taking on human 
flesh.”

Paschal Mystery
The saving love of God 
most fully revealed in 
the life and especial-
ly the Passion, Death, 
Resurrection, and glorious 
Ascension of his Son, Jesus 
Christ.

liturgy
A name for the official pub-
lic worship of the Church. 
The sacraments and Divine 
Office constitute the 
Church’s liturgy. Mass is the 
most important liturgical 
celebration.
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Gospel is proclaimed. Alleluias praising the Lord pre-
cede its reading. There is a special introduction that 
includes the signing of the forehead, lips, and heart. 
The Gospel is only read by an ordained minister, a 
bishop, priest, or deacon. At the end of the reading, 
he kisses the Book of the Gospels. At times, even in-
cense is used as another sign of the sacredness of the 

readings. All these are signs of the profound respect 
that the Church has for the Gospels.

Reflect
How do you equate “Good News” to the message 
of the Gospels?

whAT is Good ABoUT 
The GooD News?
It may be hard for those who belong to a major 
monotheistic religion—Christianity, Judaism, and 
Islam—to understand how vastly different their 
beliefs about God are from those of people of the 
ancient world. While we understand that God is 
good and that he actively seeks to help people to 
live good lives, the ancients, on the other hand, 
believed in many often unreliable and dangerous 
gods, and would not have shared such a positive 
perspective.

For example, the Greek gods were often not 
noble, true, or good. In fact, they were often de-
scribed as no better than the humans they were 
supposed to govern. The Greeks, for example, 
believed that Zeus, the most important of their 
many gods, devoured his wife, Metis, when it was 
prophesied that any son she produced would re-
place him as head of the gods. He then raped and 

married his sister, the 
goddess Hera. He was 
constantly unfaithful 
to her as well. Zeus is 
also known for bear-
ing responsibility for 
the Trojan War be-
cause he was aggravated 
by the increase in the overall human population.

There is a saying, though Chinese in origin, 
which seems to describe the ancient Greek atti-
tude to their gods: “There is chaos in the heavens; 
all’s right with the world.” It expresses the idea 
that as long as the gods in the heavens were fight-
ing among themselves, they were leaving human-
kind alone. In this religion, the powerless mortals 
did not want the mischievous gods to become in-
volved in their lives. This meant that the worship 
among the Greeks and their contemporaries often 
involved propitiating the gods by giving them sac-
rifices as attempts to gain their favor or at least 
keep them from interfering with human affairs.

The understanding of a 
distant and vengeful god 

was foreign to the re-
ligious experience of 
the Jews. Rather, the 
Jews believed that 
the one, true God 
was good and unfail-
ingly just and, in fact, 

monotheistic
Describes religions that be-
lieve there is only one God. 
Christianity, Judaism, and 
Islam are the three great 
monotheistic religions of 
the world. 
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had broken into history time and time again to save 
them, not only from their enemies, but also from 
themselves when they fell into sin. Instead of keep-
ing God at a great distance, as the Greeks did, the 
Jews devised an elaborate set of rituals intended 
precisely to keep God intimately close and present 

to them in the Temple 
in Jerusalem. The Jews 
believed that God was 
very intentionally and 
personally involved in 
protecting and guiding 
them.

In the two centu-
ries before Christ, the military triumphs of Rome 
over the Greek city-states had led to a certain 
crisis of faith for the Greeks. They might have 
concluded that the Roman gods were superior to 
their own, but any close examination demonstrat-
ed to them that the Romans had, in fact, stolen 
their own failed Greek gods and their stories, giv-
ing them new Latin names; “Jupiter,” the Latin 
name for the chief of the Roman pantheon, for ex-
ample, seems to be derived from the Greek Zeus 
Pater, or “Father Zeus.” As a result, throughout 
the Roman Empire in the first century, there was 
abundant interest in seeking out new spiritual ap-
proaches to life to replace the old ones that had 
failed.

There was particular interest in religions from 
the East and from Egypt. New “mystery religions” 
became quite popular, fading in and out of favor. 
A number of Greeks at this time also found el-
ements of Judaism—including monotheism—very 
appealing. The very fact that the Jewish faith was 
already so time-tested suggested to the Greeks 
that Jewish beliefs had a certain authenticity. 
The moral practices required in the Hebrew scrip-
tures were also of interest to thoughtful individu-
als looking for a better life. And the fidelity of 

God to the Jews was particularly distinctive and 
fascinating.

The problem was, of course, that Adonai had 
chosen the Jews for a unique relationship that 
others could have only if they became Jews. 
Becoming a Jew entailed circumcision for men, 
observance of Sabbath rest, participating in a va-
riety of ritual cleansings, and keeping all of the 
dietary restrictions of the Kosher diet. So, while 
a great number of Greeks were interested in Jew-
ish beliefs and spirituality, only a relatively small 
number went the whole distance and converted 
to Judaism. There were a number who seem to 
have come right up to the doorway, perhaps even 
observing parts of Jewish life, and even finan-
cially supporting their local Jewish synagogue, 
but not going the whole distance of conversion. 
Some Jews referred to 
these people as “God 
fearers.”

When Christianity 
entered the scene, it 
brought with it all of the strengths of its Jewish 
foundation: monotheism, antiquity, moral life, 
and especially the faithful God, who interacted 
in human affairs. Even more incredible was the 
fullness of Christian teaching in the God who had 
become flesh, expressing even a willingness to 
suffer and die for the sake of all humanity. This 
new religion was particularly significant because 
Jesus himself taught that it was open to all people 
(Mt 28:19–20). Gentiles could participate without 
having to become Jews.

Christianity was even more attractive to these 
Greek-speaking people because it taught about 
the forgiveness of sins and eternal life, which 
were only vaguely alluded to in the Old Testa-
ment. With the New Covenant, the forgiveness of 
sins and the promise of eternal life were avail-
able to everyone, even sinners, as the Death and 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ had already paid the 

Adonai
The name used to replace 
YHWH by Jews when read-
ing from the Hebrew scrip-
tures. The name simply 
means “Lord.”

Gentiles
A term that means 
“non-Jews.”
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 Review
1. What do most references to the “Good News” 

refer to in the New Testament?

2. Why do the Gospels have the central place in 
Sacred Scripture?

3. How did Jews of the Old Testament experi-
ence God differently from those who prac-
ticed neighboring religions?

4. Why did the tenets of Judaism impress the 
Greeks, especially after being taken over by 
the Romans?

5. Who were the Greeks known to the Jews as 
“God fearers”?

6. Why was Christianity attractive to Greek-
speaking Gentiles?

price of Salvation. Because this debt of sin and 
impurity was paid in its entirety, the old sacri-
fices were no longer necessary, and the old di-
etary abstentions and ritual observances could 
be set aside by the Jews, and Gentiles could be 
included.

As a result, the early Christians quickly 
dropped the commitments to observe circumci-
sion, most of the bathing rituals and sacrifices, 

and even the Kosher diet. This made Christian-
ity even more attractive to Gentiles. In essence, 
this new expression of the ancient beliefs of the 
Jews was available to Gentiles, be they Greeks, 
Medes, or Egyptians. That this one, true, and 
loving God was willing to extend his care beyond 
the circle of Jews, to live with and die for them 
without the old price, was, in fact, very Good 
News.
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similarities in the synoptic Gospels
Scholars early on noted that the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke contained 
a great deal of common material. For example, about 85 percent of the content in 

Mark, the shortest Gospel, very closely resembles about 50 percent of the Gospel 
of Matthew, which is considerably longer. In fact, of Mark’s 660 verses, six 

hundred of them contain material also found in Matthew. A slightly smaller 
percentage of this material makes up Luke’s Gospel. Besides the common 
subject matter, Matthew, Mark, and Luke also follow a very similar order. 
They also contain a common vocabulary.

When these three Gospels are laid out side by side, observant readers 
are actually able to “see with their eyes” the similarities between them. As a 
result, Matthew, Mark, and Luke have been called the Synoptic Gospels. In 
other words, they can be “looked at together”—another meaning of the term 
synoptic. For example, note the following comparison:

Synoptic Gospels
The Gospels of Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke, which be-
cause of their similarities, 
can be “seen together” in 
parallel columns and mutu-
ally compared.

matthew 5:13

“You are the salt of 
the earth. But if salt 
loses its taste, with 
what can it be sea-
soned? It is no longer 
good for anything but 
to be thrown out and 
trampled underfoot.”

mark 9:49–50

“Everyone will be 
salted with fire. Salt 
is good, but if salt be-
comes insipid, with 
what will you restore 
its flavor? Keep salt in 
yourselves and you will 
have peace with one 
another.”

luke 14:34–35

“Salt is good, but if 
salt loses its taste, 
with what can its fla-
vor be restored? It is 
fit neither for the soil 
nor for the manure 
pile; it is thrown out. 
Whoever has ears to 
hear ought to hear.”

The simplest explanation for the similarities is that one of the three Gospels was 
used as a primary source when the other two were written. For a variety of reasons, 
early on, many biblical scholars thought that maybe Matthew’s Gospel was the pri-
mary source for the other two, and the first one written. But a number of observa-
tions of the three Gospels together lead to a different conclusion.

If Matthew’s Gospel was written first, it is difficult to explain why Mark, whose 
Gospel is considerably shorter, would have eliminated so much of Matthew. It is 
particularly puzzling, since many of those missing moments are when Jesus was 
actually teaching, like in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5:1–7:29). Why would 
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Mark leave out the Beatitudes or the Our Father? It 
makes more sense to suggest that Matthew added that 
material to Mark, than to conclude that Mark deleted 
it from Matthew.

An additional point to consider was first proposed 
by Greek experts who pointed out that Matthew and 
Luke’s use of grammar is better than Mark’s, which 
is very rough at best. The follow-up question is: why 
would Mark deliberately turn their good grammar into 
something less polished? The more likely conclusion 
is that Matthew and Luke corrected the grammar in 
Mark’s Gospel.

Also, at times, the narrative sequence between 
Matthew and Mark are different. Whenever Matthew 
and Mark differ, Luke’s sequence always agrees with 
the order in Mark’s Gospel. When Luke does change 
the sequence, Matthew and Mark always agree. It 
makes the most sense to hold that Mark contained the 
original order that, on occasion, Matthew or Luke in-
dependently chose to alter.

Putting all the observations together, the hypoth-
esis most likely to be accurate is that Mark’s Gospel 
was written first. It was then copied and distributed, 
and made its way independently into the hands of the 
authors of the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. They 
were apparently attracted to what Mark had done and, 
in turn, used it as a foundation for writing expanded 
narratives of the life of Christ. Matthew and Luke also 
have in common another 220–235 verses (in whole or 
in part). Scholars also theorize that the authors of Mat-
thew and Luke also drew on another common source 
known as “Q” (probably from the German Quelle, 
meaning “source”). This hypothetical document was 
not in the form of a Gospel, but was mostly a collec-
tion of sayings of Jesus that came down to the evange-
lists in either written or, perhaps, oral form. While it is 
one way to study the Synoptic Gospels, the so-called 
two-source theory of Mark and Q as sources common 

to the two other Synoptic Gospels remains just that, a 
theory.

It is also noted in this theory that in addition to 
Mark and Q, Matthew and Luke use materials that 
were unique to each of them, termed “M” and “L,” 
respectively. The authors of Matthew and Luke fit in 
the additional material they had collected about Jesus 
as they saw fit, independently of one another.

The author of the Gospel of John, written later 
than the Synoptics, may have shared common written 
or oral traditions with Mark’s Gospel, and was like-
ly to have known certain traditions that also appear 
in Luke’s Gospel. It is possible that the final editor 
of John’s Gospel had contact with one or more of the 
Synoptic Gospels. However, the fourth Gospel does 
not rely heavily on any of them. Rather, its sources are 
independent traditions preserved in the churches from 
which it was created.

 Review
1. Define Synoptic Gospels.

2. What are three similarities in the Gospels of 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke?

3. Why is it more likely that the Gospel of Mark 
was written before the Gospel of Matthew?
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Dating the Gospels
There was more than one calendar in use in 
the Roman Empire during the time the Gos-
pels were composed. One calendar was 
from the beginning of the empire. Another, 
the Julian calendar, was introduced by Ju-
lius Caesar in 45 BC. The dual calendars 
posed a problem for Gospel authors, who 
wanted to date some of the incidents. Fre-
quently, the best they could do was to relate 
their narrative’s events to other significant his-
torical events or people that were concurrent to 
them. For example, Luke uses this method to help date 
the ministry of John the Baptist and the beginning of 
Jesus’ public ministry:

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius 
Caesar, when Pontius Pilate was governor 
of Judea, and Herod was tetrarch of Galilee, 
and his brother Philip tetrarch of the region of 
Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias was tet-
rarch of Abilene, during the high priesthood of 
Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came 
to John the son of Zechariah in the desert. (Lk 
3:1–2)

The difficulty with this type of dating is that the 
reader needs to be able to convert the dates to the cur-
rent Gregorian calendar (between AD 27 and AD 29 
in this case). Even then, the Gospel text may include 
confusing facts that would make accurate dating dif-
ficult. For example, in the above passage, Luke appar-
ently did not know that Annas and Caiaphas were not 
high priests at the same time. Annas had been high 
priest AD 6–15 and Caiaphas AD 18–36, although An-
nas was apparently still alive during Caiaphas’s reign.

Dating Jesus’ life on earth poses another particular 
problem. It is hard to put concrete dates on a person 

who began his life as a humble son of a carpenter from 
an otherwise obscure town of Nazareth, and whose lat-
er activities were only briefly noticed by religious and 
political enemies at the end of his life. In the absence 
of any archeological evidence, dating his life is some-
what of a hypothetical effort, as is dating the Gospels 
that recount his story. A curious note in this regard is 
that both Matthew and Luke indicate that Jesus was 
born while Herod the Great was still alive (Mt 2:1; Lk 
1:5). Historical records indicate that Herod died in 4 
BC. So, if Jesus was born during Herod’s reign, Jesus 
had to have been born not later than 4 BC.

There are more reliable ways to date the creation 
of the Gospels themselves. For example, when the 
Gospels mention known and dated events from his-
tory, it is accurate to be able to date the Gospel some-
time after those events. Or, when the Gospel is quoted 
by other datable writings, it is accurate to be able to 
say that the Gospel was written before the document 
it was quoted in.

The easiest of the Gospels to date is Mark’s Gospel, 
because of a detail in Jesus’ description of the end of the 
world in Mark 13. The last days were important to the 
early Christians, since many of them believed the world 
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was going to end during their lifetimes. 
In the midst of Jesus’ words of warning, 
the narrator’s voice adds a brief aside in 
parentheses: “When you see the deso-
lating abomination standing where he 
should not (let the reader understand), 
then those in Judea must flee to the 
mountains” (Mk 13:4). This interrup-
tion suggests that there was something 
happening about the time that Mark’s 
Gospel was being written that the author 
knew that his readers would be aware 
of. Historians went looking for some-
thing of great import that could explain 
this aside, all the while acknowledging 
that it could be something local that they 
might possibly never discover. As Jesus’ 
teaching in this case was prompted by 
his comment that the stones of the Tem-
ple in Jerusalem would all be torn down 
(Mk 13:2–4), there was good reason to 
tie the aside into the destruction of the 
Temple itself.

What is the historical record of this 
event? Very long dissatisfied with in-
competent Roman governance, the Jews 
of Judea rebelled against the Roman 
Empire in AD 68. The Roman army re-
sponded fiercely, and for two years, un-
der General Vespasian and then his son, 
Titus, reconquered Judea by force of 
arms. The war was terrible, lengthy, and 
newsworthy, especially among Jews and 
Christians. Finally, in the year 70, Titus 
took the last standing fortress in Jerusa-
lem, the Temple itself, entering it as a 
conqueror. It is reasonable to assume 
that he was the “desolating abomination 
standing where he should not.” For this 

reason, many scholars date the composi-
tion of Mark’s Gospel to sometime dur-
ing these difficult events (AD 68–72). A 
more definite hypothesis is that the Gos-
pel of Mark was written in AD 70, the 
year that the Temple was destroyed.

If Matthew and Luke, in fact, used 
Mark’s Gospel as a starting point for 
their own writings, then their own Gos-
pels must have been from sometime 
later than AD 70. Allowing time for the 
slow process of hand-copying Mark’s 
text, and a similarly slow method of 
walking a completed version from one 
place to the next, there had to be a few 
years after Mark’s composition 
before Matthew and Luke ex-
amined it and decided that it was 
a good source for their own nar-
ratives about Jesus.

Dating Matthew’s Gospel is 
aided because it is quoted by a 
number of sources, including 1 
Peter 2:12 and 3:14, as well as 
the Didache. St. Ignatius of An-
tioch also appears to refer to it 
repeatedly in his letters. Using 
the known dates of these docu-
ments, scholars are inclined to 
agree that Matthew’s Gospel 
was written after AD 70 and be-
fore AD 100. A mediating date 
around AD 85–90 seems reason-
able, if uncertain.

Luke’s Gospel is also dated 
after Mark’s in time, but as Luke 
does not seem to know of Paul’s let-
ters, it cannot have followed Mark by 
too late a date. Paul’s letters were likely 

John Rylands Greek 
papyrus
A fragment of John’s 
Gospel, found in Egypt and 
written on Greek papyrus 
that dates from around 
130 BC. It is the earliest 
fragment from any New 
Testament book. It is pre-
served at the John Rylands 
University Library in 
Manchester, England.

Didache
A Greek word for “teach-
ing,” it refers to the teach-
ing directed to Christians 
who have accepted the 
Gospel.
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distributed quite widely and early on. A common date 
for the authorship of Luke’s Gospel is in the AD 80s.

John’s Gospel is more difficult to locate in time. 
It was once quite common to date the Gospel to AD 
120–130, and even later. There has been a tenden-
cy among scholars to push that date ever earlier, to 
around AD 90. Interestingly, a small fragment from 
John’s Gospel is the earliest section of any New Tes-
tament book in existence. Found in Egypt, this John 
Rylands Greek papyrus dates from around AD 130. 
It shows that the Gospel of John had wide circulation 
throughout the Mediterranean world a mere thirty to 
forty years after its composition.

 Review
1. What was a problem the authors of the 

Gospels had with dating narrative events?

2. Using evidence from Matthew and Luke’s 
Gospels, why is it possible that Jesus was not 
born later than 4 BC?

3. How was the date of composition of Mark’s 
Gospel connected to the destruction of the 
Temple?

4. What are some criteria used to date the 
Gospels of Matthew and Luke?

Reflect
What are three important historical events that 
occurred in the year that you were born?

Formation of the Gospels
Jesus Christ entrusted the preaching of the Gospel to 
the Apostles. In keeping this command of the Lord, 
the Gospel was handed down in two ways: orally in 
their preaching, and in writing “by those apostles and 
other men associated with the apostles, who under the 
inspiration of the same Holy Spirit, committed the 
message of salvation to writing” (Dei Verbum 7, quot-
ed in CCC, 76).

If the dates for the creation of the four Gospels are 
correct (and they seem to be the best we can do in this 
matter), there was an extended period of time between 
the life and Death of Jesus in the first third of the first 
century and the writing of the Gospels in the last third 
of the first century. During the years in between, the 
Gospel was passed on orally in the preaching and 
teaching of the Apostles and other eyewitnesses. The 
Church teaches, and biblical scholars agree, that there 
were three stages in the formation of the Gospels:  
(1) the period of the public life and teaching of Je-
sus; (2) a period of oral tradition and preaching by the 
Apostles and early disciples of Jesus; and (3) the writ-
ten Gospels themselves.

This time of the oral tradition and transmission in-
evitably had a profound effect on the Good News it-
self. Consider in your own life what happens to stories 
as they are told. Inevitably, they are shaped to fit both 
the given moments of their telling and the needs of the 
listeners. A certain amount of creativity is required to 
suit the story to the audience, whether they are par-
ents, peers, younger siblings, or teachers.

Believe it or not, because the Gospel was transmit-
ted in the presence of the Church and guided by the 
Holy Spirit, the greatest concerns about the effects of 
oral storytelling on the Gospels are not primarily about 
falsehoods or fabrications that could have surfaced 
when the Gospel was recounted orally. Consider that 
when some preachers took unfair advantage of their 
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freedom to drastically alter the story 
they had received—and there were 
those who did precisely that—it was the 
early Church as a whole that witnessed 
to what was true and what was not. We 
know that the Church took this responsi-
bility seriously, since, as a result of care-
ful inspection, there were a number of 
documents produced in the first century 
that were not accepted into the biblical 
canon and others judged heretical.

Evidence for this process or inspec-
tion is alluded to at the beginning of 
Luke’s Gospel:

Since many have undertaken to 
compile a narrative of the events 
that have been fulfilled among 
us, just as those who were eye-
witnesses from the beginning 
and ministers of the word have 
handed them down to us, I too 
have decided, after investigating 
everything accurately anew, to 
write it down in an orderly se-
quence for you. (Lk 1:1–3)

This opening passage points out that 
Luke is aware of a number of narratives 
that preceded his own work. Though he, 
himself, is not an eyewitness, he is con-
cerned about rooting his own work in 
the words of those who are. Accuracy in 
everything is a value for him.

Toward the end of John’s Gospel, 
similar concerns referring to the le-
gitimacy of sources are raised by the 
testimony of the “beloved disciple,” a 
companion of Jesus, about whom it was 
written: “It is this disciple who testifies 
to these things and has written them, 

and we know that his testimony is true” 
(Jn 21:24). The authenticity of the Gos-
pel was rooted in the words, written or 
spoken, of an eyewitness.

The second stage of Gospel for-
mation—the oral tradition—took three 
key forms:

• The kerygma, or preaching to un-
believers. The Acts of the Apostles 
includes several sermons that Peter 
and Paul preached about Jesus. To 
help them in this preaching, they 
and the other Apostles and dis-
ciples would have followed a basic 
outline of Jesus’ works, Death, 
Resurrection, and Ascension. 
(Think of it like an outline you 
might work from in giving an oral 
report in class.) They would also 
have used many passages from the 
Old Testament to show how the 
prophecies made about the Mes-
siah were fulfilled in Jesus. During 
this period, the disciples began to 
assemble collections of material 
about Jesus—for example, miracle 
stories, parables, and the Passion 
narrative. Later evangelists would 
have drawn on these sources to 
help compose their Gospels.

• The Didache, or teaching. This 
teaching was really further cat-
echetical instruction for those who 
accepted Jesus. Catechesis literally 
means to “sound down,” that is, 
to repeat the message and explain 
it in more depth. Early converts 
needed further knowledge about 
how to live a more Christ-filled 
life. Lists of sayings of Jesus, for 
example, and the Sermon on the 
Mount were probably assembled 
to help in this instruction.

• The liturgy, or worship, of the 
Christians. The way people pray 

kerygma
The core teachings about 
Jesus Christ as Savior and 
Lord.
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reflects their beliefs. The celebration of the Eu-
charist helped the Church shape and preserve key 
events, teachings, and prayers of Jesus that were 
recalled in the early Eucharistic celebrations. 
Some examples include Jesus’ words at the Last 
Supper, the Lord’s Prayer, and the story of Jesus’ 
Passion. In some cases, different communities 
slightly varied the wording of what was remem-
bered. However, they all faithfully recounted 
what Jesus did and said.

The material proclaimed, taught, and celebrated 
during this period of oral tradition was shaped by the 
different local churches of the day. The early preach-
ers’ and teachers’ primary interest was to interpret the 
meaning of the key events, deeds, and sayings of Je-
sus that the Father wanted revealed. They wanted to 
enliven the faith of Christians. As a result, they did not 
set out to give a detailed biography of Jesus. However, 
what they remembered, saved, and proclaimed was at 
the heart of Jesus’ message—related to the Old Testa-
ment and adapted to the audiences who heard it.

It is important to note that although the four ca-
nonical Gospels were composed between AD 65 and 
100, preaching about Jesus based on oral traditions 
carried on well into the second century.

 Review
1. What are the three stages of Gospel 

formation?

2. Why is there little concern about falsehoods 
or fabrications creeping into the Gospels dur-
ing the time of the oral tradition?

3. What are the three forms of the oral 
tradition?

4. What was of primary interest to those who 
shared the Gospel in the oral tradition?

Reflect
Do you prefer to learn new material orally or 
through the written word? Explain.

Authorship of the Gospels
Although none of the four Gospels actually name or 
identify their authors in the texts, there are ancient 
traditions (note the small “t”) from as early as the 
second century AD of assigning names to them. The 
names chosen coincided with people who were oth-
erwise mentioned in New Testament texts. For exam-
ple, Matthew was identified as a tax collector called 
by Jesus (Mt 9:9); Mark was known to be a compan-
ion, first of Paul and Barnabas, and then apparently 
of Peter (Acts 12:25; 1 Pt 5:13); Luke was Paul’s be-
loved physician (Col 4:14; 2 Tm 4:11; Phlm 24); John 
was the brother of James and the son of Zebedee (Mt 
4:21). It should be pointed out, though, that the texts 
of the Gospels never actually state the names or iden-
tities of their authors. The Second Vatican Council re-
iterated that the “Church has always and everywhere 
maintained, and continues to maintain, the apostolic 
origins of the four Gospels” (Dei Verbum, 18). How 
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this apostolic connection takes place is an interesting 
element of study.

It would be helpful if the Gospels were actually 
written by verifiable eyewitnesses. Both Matthew and 
John were members of the Twelve Apostles, and thus 
would be among the best eyewitnesses, having jour-
neyed with Jesus through most of his public ministry. 
Second in value would be the companions of eyewit-
nesses. A number of ancient traditions connect John 
Mark with the St. Peter in Rome (“Babylon” is coded 
language for Rome in 1 Peter 5:13). The Scriptures do 
not place Luke in the company of any of the Twelve 
Apostles. However, the Letter to Philemon (verse 24) 
places Luke in the company of Paul, suggesting that 
he was not an eyewitness, but may have lived fairly 
close to the time of Jesus’ ministry.

Though a connection with the apostolic tradition 
cannot be disputed, the position that Apostles or com-
panions of Jesus undertook the actual authorship of 
the Gospels is not as certain. One reason is because the 
most likely dates for the composition of the Gospels 
were from the very late 60s for Mark and through the 
end of the first century for John. It was rare for people 
in the first century, except for some of the affluent, to 
survive past their thirties. The best evidence suggests 
that Jesus died in his early to middle thirties, some-
where in the third decade of the first century. While it is 
not impossible for people about the same age as Jesus 
when he died to have lived well into the second half of 
the first century, it would have been rare for the time.

Attributing the Gospel of Matthew to the Apostle 
Matthew may have been because of his having some-
thing to do with some of its traditions. However, it 
is even less probable that the Apostle Matthew, an 
eyewitness to Jesus’ life and ministry (Mt 9:9; 10:3), 
would have relied as heavily as the Gospel of Matthew 
does on the written testimony of Mark’s Gospel when 
John Mark was not an eyewitness or an Apostle.

The author of Luke demonstrates in his use of 
Greek vocabulary and writing style that he had an elite 

classical education, reserved for only a very small per-
centage of the population. The differences between 
Luke and, say, Mark, whose writing style was very 
humble, would have been as striking as those between 
a college professor and a fourth-grade student today. 
However, physicians in the first century were not typi-
cally from the elite class. The medical field did not 
require advanced studies, as it does today. In fact, phy-
sicians were likely of a lower social standing and more 
often associated with barbers. It’s hard to reconcile the 
classical writing of the Gospel with the “beloved phy-
sician” of Colossians 4:14 if he were in fact raised in a 
lower social class and would have been unlikely to be 
trained in classical Greek education. The best that could 
be said is that we really don’t know the identity of the 
author of the Gospel of Luke. We only know that he 
was apparently from a wealthy family that was able to 
provide him with a rare and expensive education.

As for John’s Gospel, if John was, in fact, the au-
thor of the fourth Gospel, why does the text never 
identify him as such? The Gospel does acknowledge 
“the disciple Jesus loved” as its author (Jn 21:20), but 
never states that his name is John.

Because those of the apostolic age handed on to 
us in writing the same message that they preached and 
named the Gospels by the traditional names of Mat-
thew, Mark, Luke, and John, it remains both conve-
nient and correct to continue to call the authors of 
these Gospels by those names.

Just because we aren’t sure of the identity of those 
who actually wrote down the Gospels doesn’t mean we 
don’t know anything about them. Just as we can tell 
details of Luke’s and Mark’s social classes by the way 
they wrote and the vocabularies they used, we can also 
tell, by the content of their Gospels, other things about 
them. For example, we can see by the small ways that 
Matthew and Luke adapted the Gospel of Mark how 
their needs, and the needs of their readers, differed from 
those of Mark’s and his readers. These are the types of 
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details to look for as you continue your study of the 
Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles.

 Review
1. Identify the names associated with the tradi-

tional authors of the Gospels.

2. Why is it likely that the author of Luke’s 
Gospel had the benefits of a classical Greek 
education?

Reflect
If someone was looking through your posses-
sions for clues to your identity, which possessions 
would tell the most about you?

The Gospel of mark
Mark’s Gospel was the first attempt to take all the 
stories of the life of Jesus and to form them into one 
narrative—in approximately AD 66–70. Because no 
indication is given within the Gospel or the ancient 
tradition that the author was an eyewitness, the author 
would have had to use a great deal of creativity to 
form these individual stories into one greater narra-
tive, putting them in a sensible order and then bridg-
ing them from one event to the next.

Mark’s Gospel is also the shortest of the Gos-
pels. The entire Gospel can be read in one sitting. It 
has been defined as having two main parts: a long 
introduction that details Jesus’ ministry and travels, 
followed by the Passion narrative. In both the intro-
duction and the Passion, Mark spent much more time 
describing what Jesus did than what he taught. Where 
Mark would say that Jesus “taught the crowds,” with-
out giving any details, Matthew and Luke, in turn, 
both expanded Mark’s account by adding quite a bit 
of Jesus’ actual teaching.

The author of Mark wrote in Greek, but also used 
some words and phrases in Aramaic, the language of 

Jesus. The stories, as they were handed down to 
the author, retained some of these words and 

phrases from the earliest historical mo-
ments and preaching. Mark also used a 

number of words from Latin, the lan-
guage of Rome (e.g., “centurion,” 
“legion,” “denarius,” etc.). Some sug-
gest that the Latin words indicate that 
the Gospel was composed in Rome, 
though these words might have crept 

into Greek anywhere that Rome gov-
erned, which was most of the region 

around the Mediterranean Sea.
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Whom did Mark 
Write For?
While the identity of the author of the 
Gospel is unknown, there are several 
clues from the Gospel that can help to 
detect information on his background 
and the background of the community 
he wrote for.

Mark’s audience was apparently 
largely Gentile, as they seemed to be un-
aware of the customs of the “Pharisees 
and, in fact, all Jews,” which the author 
took pains to explain. For example:

Now when the Pharisees with 
some scribes who had come from 
Jerusalem gathered around him, 
they observed that some of the 
disciples ate their meals with un-
clean, that is, unwashed, hands. 
(For the Pharisees and, in fact, all 
Jews, do not eat without careful-
ly washing their hands, keeping 
the tradition of the elders. And 
on coming from the marketplace 
they do not eat without purifying 
themselves. And there are many 
other things that they have tradi-
tionally observed, the purification 
of cups and jugs and kettles [and 
beds]). (Mk 7:1–4)

That his explanation wasn’t entirely accurate (not 
all Jews did the ritual cleansings described in this pas-
sage) suggests to some that Mark might not have been 
Jewish either, or at least hadn’t had a broad experience 
with the many varieties of Judaism of the first century.

The author wrote with a simple vocabulary and 
inelegant grammar, scattered with incomplete phrases 

and redundancies. For example, of the 11,229 words 
in the Gospel, the Greek word for “and” (kai) is used 
1,100 times, starting 591 clauses with it. Starting sen-
tences or clauses with “and” is as clumsy in Greek 
as it is in English. This awkwardness of language is 
unnoticed in today’s English Gospel translations be-
cause interpreters do not translate the grammar prob-
lems or awkward phrases from Greek to English. They 
do everything they can to fix such things, making the 

AN oUTliNe oF The 
GosPel oF mARk
Prologue: 1:1–13

Part 1: The messiah Preaches the Good 
News: 1:14–8:26

•	 The beginning of his ministry in Galilee: 
call of disciples, mighty works, contro-
versies (1:14–3:6).

•	 Jesus in his own territory (3:7–6:6a).

•	 His teaching on discipleship and 
miracles meets misunderstanding 
(6:6b–8:26).

Transition: who is Jesus? 8:27–8:33

Part 2: The way of Discipleship: 8:31–16:8
•	 The Son of Man is to suffer (8:31–10:52).

•	 Jesus in Jerusalem (11:1–13:37).

•	 Jesus’ Passion, Death, and Resurrection 
(14:1–16:8).

second ending of mark: 16:9–20

Read the entire Gospel in one sitting. It will 
take about an hour. If you want to break your 
reading into two segments, then first read to 
Mark 9:1. Read for the big picture. At this point, 
try not to get bogged down in details.
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English as clear and readable as pos-
sible in the new language.

Overwhelmingly, people living in 
the first century were illiterate. They 
were also poor, measured against stan-
dards of the developed world today. 
Since ink, papyrus, and the use of 
a scribe to take dictation were all ex-
pensive, most people never learned to 
read and write. The wealthy and well 
educated wrote most of what survives 
from this time period. Very little pop-
ular literature, composed by or for 
the poor majority, endures to this day. 
However, in the contracts, letters, and 
a few novels from the period that were 
created for the lower social classes, the 
writing style resembles that of Mark’s 
Gospel—simple vocabulary and awk-
ward grammar. In summary, the literary 
style of Mark’s Gospel suggests that it 
was written from the perspective of the 
common peasant, living shortly after 
the time of Jesus.

Mark’s Portrayal of 
Jesus
Mark portrays a very human Jesus who 
expresses his emotions. For example, 
in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus is angry and 
“grieved at their hardness of heart” 
(3:5) and compassionate to the man 
who wanted to know how to be saved 
(10:21). Mark also records Jesus being 
inquisitive, for example, asking ques-
tions like “How many loaves do you 
have?” (6:38), whereas, in Matthew 
and Luke, Jesus asks few questions—
he usually knows the answers without 

asking (Mt 14:16–17 and Lk 9:13). In 
general, Matthew and Luke often de-
lete Mark’s portrayal of Jesus’ emo-
tions (Mt 12:12–13 and Lk 6:9–10; Mt 
19:21 and Lk 18:22).

Another difference is that in Mark’s 
Gospel, the evil spirits are sometimes 
slow to obey Jesus (Mk 5:8), while in 
Matthew and Luke, Jesus’ exorcisms are 
immediate and complete. In Matthew 
and Luke, the Holy Spirit “leads” Jesus 
into the desert, where he was tempted 
(Mt 4:1 and Lk 4:1), while in Mark’s 
Gospel, the Spirit “drives” Jesus to the 
desert to be tempted (Mk 1:12).

In Mark, Jesus, though God, un-
derstands the most painful moments 
of human existence: loneliness and 
alienation from family and betrayal 
by friends. Jesus becomes despondent 
because his relatives make offensive 
judgments and decisions for him (Mk 
3:21) and rudely summon him while he 
is teaching (Mk 3:31). When his dis-
ciples fail to understand him, it also 
leaves him feeling low and even angry 
(Mk 8:17–21).

Reflect
When was an occasion when Jesus 
shared your pain?

Parables in Mark
Most people whom Jesus ministered 
to throughout Galilee were subsistence 
farmers. This means their lives were 
difficult; they worked long hours, had 
few tools, and no machinery to make 
the work easier, paid heavy taxes to 

papyrus
A type of paper made from 
reeds found in the delta of 
the Nile River and in parts 
of Italy.
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rulers and landlords, and still lived on 
the edge of hunger. There was little 
time for an education, apart from learn-
ing one’s trade. Books, in the shape of 
scrolls, were rare and prohibitively ex-
pensive, so few learned to read. There 
was little access to the broad philo-
sophical investigations undertaken by 
the wealthy—who had the luxury of 
time and the means to pay for a mind-
expanding education. In effect, both the 
people Jesus ministered to and the peo-
ple Mark wrote for appear to have been 
very humble people.

Jesus used parables to communi-
cate his teachings. The Greek word bal-
lo, or “throw,” was combined with the 
preposition para, meaning “beside,” 
implying that two things were literal-
ly flung together. In that sense, a par-
able takes simple items from everyday 
life (seeds, family relationships, lost 
coins, etc.) and throws them together 
with concepts or ideas that would oth-
erwise have been difficult for Jesus’ 
disciples to understand (e.g., the King-
dom of God, divine forgiveness, etc.). 
The relationships between the elements 
of parables, captivating because they 
are lively or odd, are usually not im-
mediately clear or even precise. They 
often provoke further thought as the 
hearer tries to see precisely how things 
are both like and not like each other. A 
good parable makes the hearer think.

With this in mind, Jesus compared 
the Word of God to seed sown on vary-
ing kinds of soil (Mk 4:3–8, 14–20), the 
Kingdom of God to a tiny mustard seed 

that becomes a big plant (Mk 4:31–32), 
and the ancient Israelites to a vineyard 
with wicked tenants looking after it 
(Mk 12:1–9). He compared the crowds 
who followed him to sheep without a 
shepherd (6:34) and invited his disci-
ples to consider God as their heavenly 
Father (Mk 11:25). Seeds, vineyards, 
and sheep may give us a romantic im-
pression if we live in urban settings, but 
they would not have seemed anything 
of the sort for Jesus’ contemporaries or 
for Mark’s audience, either. Seeds and 
sheep were part of the everyday hard 
scramble to feed one’s family.

Jesus did not invent the use of para-
bles. The Old Testament had many such 
comparisons:
• The Israelites’ relationship with 

God was compared to that of a 
cheating wife with her husband 
(Hos 1:2);

• God was like a shepherd (Ps 22), 
and yet also defended the people 

parables
A typical teaching device 
Jesus used. They are vivid 
picture stories drawn from 
ordinary life that convey 
religious truth, usually re-
lated to some aspect of 
God’s Kingdom. They tease 
the listener to think and 
make choices about accept-
ing the Good News of God’s 
reign.
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with ferocity like that of a crouching lion (Nm 
24:9);

• God’s Word was like the rain that fell from Heav-
en, bringing life wherever it landed (Dt 32:2);

• God’s love and commitment for Jerusalem (Mt. 
Zion) is like a mother for the child of her womb 
(Is 49:14–15).

Jesus, borrowing some of his images from the Old 
Testament and inventing some new and very creative 
ones of his own, invited those who had the ears nec-
essary to hear his parables, and eyes to see the world 
around them, to understand his parables: “Do you 
have eyes and not see, ears and not hear? And do you 
not remember?” (Mk 8:18). An interesting, if not sad, 
element in Mark’s Gospel is that Jesus’ disciples are 
portrayed as mostly not being able to understand his 
parables any more than they understood his actions. 
(In Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels, the disciples are 
more attentive.)

Reflect
Which of Jesus’ parables gives you the clearest 
understanding of the Kingdom of God?

discipleship in Mark
Jesus had foreknowledge of his coming crucifixion—
understanding and accepting that he had to go to Jeru-
salem, where he would suffer and be put to death. He 
desired that his disciples also understand and appreci-
ate what was going to happen, and so he announced 
it three times to them: in Mark 8:31–38, 9:31–37, and 
10:32–45. Curiously, immediately after each predic-
tion, Jesus’ disciples responded in some terribly inap-
propriate way.

After the first prediction, Peter protested against 
Jesus’ intentions, insisting that Jesus not follow 
through with what he had described to them. As suf-
fering and dying was a hard future to face, this was 
attractive advice, but not in accord with the Father’s 
plan. Jesus called Peter “Satan” for having been such 
a tempter. Jesus taught his followers, in response, that 
not only did he have to follow through, but that if they 
were going to be his disciples, they were going to have 
to pick up their crosses too, and follow him. Unfortu-
nately, they don’t seem to have heard or understood.

After the second prediction of his suffering and 
dying, rather than comforting Jesus, the disciples dis-
cussed among themselves who among them was the 
greatest. While Jesus was asking them to prepare 
themselves for a hard future, they were trying to posi-

tion themselves for power and importance. Jesus, in 
contrast, taught them that if they were going to be 
“first” in his Kingdom, it could only be as a servant, 
and that they needed to embrace the powerlessness 

and dependence like that of a child.
After the third prediction, instead of joining 

with Jesus in his future struggles, James and John 
asked if they could be on his right- and left-hand 
sides when he came into his glory. It is clear again 

that they didn’t understand that they, too, had to 
pattern their lives on picking up their crosses, 
suffering, and facing death. This was particu-
larly discouraging, because James and John, 
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along with Simon Peter, were Jesus’ frequent com-
panions (Mk 1:16–20, 29; 5:37; 9:2; 13:3; 14:33). In 
each of these times together, the narrator always listed 
Peter’s name first. What James and John were asking, 
essentially, was for Jesus to bump Peter from his place 
of favor. The only positive element in the reaction 
here comes from the other Apostles, who became “in-
dignant at James and John” (Mk 10:41). At this point, 
Jesus offered his clearest definition of the meaning of 
discipleship: “Whoever wishes to be great among you 
will be your servant; whoever wishes to be first among 
you will be the slave of all. For the Son of Man did not 
come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a 
ransom for many” (Mk 10:43–45).

One of the many hypotheses that have been 
formed about the Gospel of Mark is that it was writ-
ten for a community that was suffering, possibly even 
persecuted by others for their Christian faith. Appar-
ently some in this community, possibly even some of 
its leaders, needed to be challenged by both the teach-
ings and example of Jesus because of their unwilling-
ness to pull together in this time of great need, to serve 
one another’s needs, and even to be willing to suffer 
for what was true.

The Passion Narrative
The Passion narrative takes up one-third of Mark’s 

Gospel, even though it only covers a few days. In 
fact, the chronicle of Jesus’ very last day is approxi-
mately one-sixth of the entire Gospel. The amount of 
time dedicated to it suggests its great importance in 
the mind of the author and his community. The entire 
event is set in Jerusalem at the time of Passover, a cen-
tral feast for Jews commemorating the time of Moses, 
when the angel of death “passed over” the Israelites, 
striking down the firstborn of the Egyptians.

The Jewish custom on the feast of the Passover 
was to eat unleavened bread and lamb. The Passion 
narrative in Mark begins with the disciples asking 

about the arrangements they should make, “on the 
first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, when they 
sacrificed the Passover lamb” (Mk 14:2). The sacrifice 
of an unblemished lamb—like the one whose blood 
saved the Israelites at the first Passover—is the back-
ground for everything that happens in the course of 
Jesus’ Passion.

Mark’s version of the Passion is very grim in 
comparison with the other Gospels. At his Last Sup-
per with his disciples, Jesus makes another prediction 
about his coming suffering. He mentions that one of 
the Twelve who was with him would betray him. Not 
only was it necessary for him to suffer and die, but 
also that this terrible time would begin with a betrayal 
by one of his own disciples.

The rest of the Passion narrative is marked by a 
somber, even heartwrenching sense of abandonment: 
His disciples repeatedly fall asleep during his agony. 
He is betrayed by one of them into the hands of his 
enemies with a kiss. The disciples who had left every-
thing to follow him earlier in the Gospel (Mk 10:28), 
now abandon everything, including their clothes, to 
get away from him (Mk 14:51–52). Peter denies that 
he even knows Jesus. In Jesus’ trial before the high 
priests and the Roman procurator, Pontius Pilate, no 
one comes to his defense. Jesus’ own people cry out 
for his crucifixion and beat him (14:65), handing him 
over to be tortured by the Romans (15:17–20). He is 
stripped naked. Like the butchered unblemished lamb, 
Jesus is crucified at a public place where everyone 
can mock him, while his life leaches out from his bro-
ken body. His only sympathetic companions are the 
women present, but only at a distance: Mary Magda-
lene, Salome, and the mother of James and Joses, also 
named Mary (15:40). Notice that in Mark’s Gospel, 
Jesus’ own Mother is not present.

In the anguish of the moment, Jesus begins to pray 
Psalm 22, “My God, my God, why have you abandoned 
me” (Mk 15:34). Human like us in all things (Heb 2:17), 
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except for sin, it is understandable that Jesus could feel 
abandoned, even if he knew otherwise. Because cruci-
fixion makes breathing almost impossible, Jesus was 
unable to finish Psalm 22. To understand what he in-
tended to pray, it would be good to look at the entirety 
of that psalm, and even to finish it for him. Those who 
do will discover that it was not a prayer of despair.

Reflect
What do you discover if you finish Psalm 22, Je-
sus’ prayer on the Cross?

Mark’s Community
Because of the vivid portrayal of Jesus as the suffer-
ing Messiah and the hardships of discipleship, some 
scholars suggest that Rome was a very likely loca-
tion for Mark and his community. There was a ter-
rible fire in Rome in AD 64, leading to a great deal 
of anger against the emperor Nero, whom the popu-
lace believed had set the fire. Nero, in turn, tried to 
pass the blame onto the Christians, whom he used in 
his “entertainments,” according to the Roman histo-
rian Tacitus (AD 55–117). Having arrested some who 
confessed to being Christians, and then using their 
confessions to arrest an “immense multitude” of other 
believers, Nero had animal skins tied to them and set 
dogs on them to kill and devour them. He also cruci-
fied them, covered them with pitch, and used them as 
living torches in his own gardens (Annals 15.44.28).

Jesus’ very words describe terrible suffering: 
“Watch out for yourselves. They will hand you over to 
the courts. You will be beaten in synagogues. You will 
be arraigned before governors and kings because of me, 
as a witness before them” (Mk 13:9) and “Brother will 
hand over brother to death, and the father his child; chil-
dren will rise up against parents and have them put to 
death. You will be hated by all because of my name. But 
the one who perseveres to the end will be saved” (Mk 
13:12–13). Some scholars wonder if these words seem 
to indicate both what would happen in the future to the 
Church or are a reflection of what had already happened 
to them as a result of Nero’s persecution.

Other scholars prefer to locate Mark’s community 
in Syria. A number of passages seem to indicate that the 
author was relatively well informed of what was going 
on in the Jewish rebellion against Rome in AD 66–70. 
But since his community, and possibly Mark himself, 
was not Jewish, they were probably not in Judea or Gal-
ilee, themselves, where there were largely Jewish popu-
lations. The nearest Gentile territory to the war would 
have been the Roman territory of Syria, across the Riv-
er Jordan and to the north. Many scholars find this po-
sition persuasive. That serious scholars can dispute the 
location of Mark’s community, with reasonably persua-
sive arguments for either Rome or Syria, suggests that 
the question really has to remain open.

Most persuasive, though, is the idea that Mark’s 
community itself had difficulty being faithful disci-
ples in the face of their own suffering—a question for 
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every age and every believer. We all face suffering in 
our lives and have to confront some terrible evils in 
the world around us. Mark’s Gospel wants its read-
ers to understand how close Jesus is to that suffering. 
Jesus doesn’t understand the human experience from 
some far-off heavenly throne because of his infinite 
knowledge and wisdom. He knows our greatest pains 
of betrayal, abandonment, and bodily anguish, from 
the inside out, as a human who experienced them him-
self. At sometime or another in your life, you may well 
be tempted to cry out, “Where are you, God, in my 
time of suffering?” The message of Mark’s Gospel is 
that Jesus is right there with you, sharing your pain.

 Review
1. What are the two main parts of Mark’s 

Gospel?

2. Why is it assumed that Mark’s audience was 
largely gentile?

3. How do the evil spirits respond to Jesus in 
Mark’s Gospel?

4. What are the characteristics of a parable?

5. How are Jesus’ disciples portrayed in the 
Gospel of Mark?

6. Name two ways that the Passion narrative 
in Mark’s Gospel is marked by a sense of 
abandonment.

7. Why are Rome and Syria both suggest-
ed as possible locations for Mark and his 
community?

Reflect
How do you find it difficult to be a faithful dis-
ciple of Jesus in the midst of personal and world-
wide suffering?

The Gospel of matthew
Matthew’s Gospel was likely written sometime in the 
AD 80s. As mentioned, Matthew used 600 of Mark’s 
660 verses and was, in a general way, faithful to Mark’s 
outline of events. However, Matthew also edited and 
compacted several of Mark’s passages. For example, 
consider how long it took for Jesus to get on a boat 
in Mark: “On that day, as evening drew on, he said 
to them, ‘Let us cross to the other side.’ Leaving the 
crowd, they took him with them in the boat just as he 
was. And other boats were with him” (Mk 4:35–36). 
Matthew’s version says simply, “He got into a boat 
and his disciples followed him” (Mt 8:23).

After compacting Mark’s 11,000 Greek words 
down to about 9,000, Matthew then added another 
9,000 words, ending up with over 18,000 words in his 
completed work. After the reductions and additions, 
the end product was roughly half Marcan, and half 
new. Matthew apparently felt free to reorder events 
from the first twelve chapters of Mark as he thought 
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best. We see from this that he did not 
see Mark’s order as either historical or 
an essential part of the message. He 
became much more faithful to Mark’s 
chronology from Mark 13 and forward 
through Jesus’ Passion.

Another, more significant change 
is Matthew’s description of Jesus’ dis-
ciples. In Mark, they did not seem to 
understand the meaning of disciple-
ship; in Matthew they understand Je-
sus’ instructions more clearly. Whereas 
in Mark, the disciples are described as 
having “no faith,” in Matthew they are 
called “you of little faith” (Mt 6:30; 
8:26; 14:31; 16:8; 17:20). They made 
mistakes, but they learned from them. 
They erred, but they also eventually 
succeeded in being followers of Christ.

The “Q” Material
In addition to the material Matthew 
borrowed from Mark’s Gospel, Mat-
thew added several more verses that 
are not found in Mark. A fair portion of 
this additional material was also found, 
curiously, in Luke’s Gospel, roughly 
twenty-four passages, or between 220 
and 235 verses, depending on whether 
you counted them from Matthew’s or 
Luke’s numbering. Of them, thirteen 
passages, comprising more than 50 per-
cent of the shared material, were found 
in the same order between Matthew 
and Luke.

Most of this common material be-
tween Matthew and Luke is made up 
of sayings and parables, with very few 
stories or narrative to move the Gospel 

along. In fact, there are only three nar-
ratives of note: the threefold tempta-
tion in the desert (Mt 4:1–11 and Lk 
4:1–13), the centurion’s sick servant 
(Mt 8:5–13 and Lk 7:1–10; a similar 
story is told in Jn 4:46–54), and the ac-
count of the disciples of John the Bap-
tist coming to Jesus (Mt 11:2–6 and Lk 
7:18–23).

The wording in this material com-
mon to Matthew and Luke (but not to 
Mark) is very similar, and much of it is 
found in the same order. Because there 
was far too much material for it to have 
corresponded so closely and yet have 
been oral, most scholars concluded that 
Matthew and Luke must have each had 
their own copy of some written source 
of Jesus’ sayings that had been copied 
and was still circulating in Christian 
circles. No copy of that written source 
has ever been found, so it remains hy-
pothetical. This is the source known as 
“Q,” or “Quelle.”

There is much we don’t know about 
Q. We really don’t know whether Q 
was written before Mark’s Gospel, was 
Mark’s contemporary, or was composed 
after Mark. We don’t even know if Q 
was only one source, or many. Matthew 
and Luke may have had two, or even 
three works common among them that 
they incorporated into what is now re-
ferred to as Q. Even so, the Q hypothesis 
remains the best explanation for the ma-
terial shared by both Matthew and Luke, 
but not found in Mark.

The content of the Q material is 
strongly eschatological, meaning it 

eschatological
 A term having to do with 
the end times or the “last 
things” (death, resurrec-
tion, judgment, Heaven, 
Hell, Purgatory, everlasting 
life, etc.).

“Q”
An abbreviation for Quelle 
(German for “source”), the 
name given to hypotheti-
cal sources, written and 
oral, thought to be used by 
both Matthew and Luke in 
the composition of their 
Gospels. 
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focuses a good deal of attention on the end of the world, 
giving the readers warnings and woes, and suggesting 
that the judgment of the world is imminent. Following 
the example of the prophets of the Old Testament, Mat-
thew includes several examples of Jesus’ announcement 
of the judgment of the Last Day in his preaching (see, 
for example, Matthew 3:7–12). Having suffered and 
died for our Salvation, Christ has the right to determine 
our eternal destiny based on our acceptance or rejection 
of his grace and according to our works. We know that 
at the time of Paul, many Christians seemed to believe 
that the end of the world was at hand. This suggests that 
Q might well have been an early written source.

Matthew and Luke didn’t use Q in exactly the 
same way. As both Matthew and Luke shaped their 
Marcan original, as they felt best for their narratives 
and audiences, we should expect that they did the 
same with their use of Q.

When the material from the Mark and Q traditions 
are combined, they still don’t make up the entirety of 
Matthew’s Gospel. There are about four hundred extra 
verses not present in either Mark or Q. This is often called 
the “M” source. Included in these extra verses are the ge-
nealogy of Jesus going back to Abraham, and the birth 
and infancy stories that focus on Joseph and the Magi 
(Mt 1–2). Other unique material to Matthew includes the 
unique and majestic treatment of the key events of Sal-
vation in the Passion and Resurrection narratives, some 
quotations from the Old Testament, and a large amount 
of sayings of Jesus, most of which are included in five 
discourses. While some scholars have proposed that 
there was a third written source that Matthew drew from, 
it is more likely that the extra material was drawn from 
the oral traditions that were still circulating in the early 
Church.

Whom did Matthew Write For?
The majority of Christians in the first generation 
were of Jewish origin, both from Judea and from the 

Diaspora, that is, the rest of the Mediterranean where 
Jews had spread for political and economic reasons. 
By the way Matthew wrote about Jewish concerns, 
it is discernable that Matthew’s intended audience of 
readers, even as late as the AD 80s, was still comprised 
of a large number of individuals who saw themselves 
as both Jewish and Christians. Matthew designed his 
Gospel to be an aid in his community’s debate with 
Jews who were not Christian. Secondly, Matthew in-
tended that his Gospel would help Jewish Christians 
to understand the Jewish roots of their faith.

Matthew begins his Gospel with an emphasis on 
Jewish origins of the community. The genealogy of 
Jesus begins with Abraham, the father of the Jewish 
faith. Also in Matthew, Jesus’ ministry, which in Mark 
included Gentiles, was directed entirely to Jews (Mt 
10:5–6, 23). Also in the Gospel of Matthew:
• Jesus also strongly affirmed Jewish law (5:17–19) 

and interprets it at length (5:21, 27, 33, 38, 43).
• The Gospel also presumes a number of Jewish 

religious activities, including participation at the 
Jewish temple (5:23–24), almsgiving and fasting 
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if done secretly (6:1–4, 16–18), cleansings to 
achieve ritual purity (8:4), paying the temple 
tax (17:24–27), tithing (23:23), and observance 
of both the Sabbath and the Passover (24:20; 
26:17–20).

• The author also deleted Mark’s explanation about 
Jewish customs (compare Mark 7:3–4 and Mat-
thew 15:1–3). Matthew’s audience, with its sig-
nificant number of Jewish-Christian members, 
apparently didn’t need such explanations because 
they already understood their own Jewish practices.

Some of the changes Matthew made to Mark’s text 
to restore a more authentically Jewish flavor to Jesus’ 
life are very subtle and easily missed. For example, 
in Mark’s Gospel, a woman who had been bleeding 
for twelve years reached out and touched Jesus’ cloak 
(Mk 5:27–29), whereas in Matthew 9:20, she touched 
the “tassel on his cloak.” The Torah required obser-
vant Jewish men to wear tzi tzit, or “tassels,” on the 
four corners of their outer garment (Nm 15:38–39; Dt 
22:12; see also Mt 23:5, where scribes and the Phari-
sees “lengthen their tassels”).

In essence, the Gospel of Matthew seems quite 
aware of and sensitive to Jewish sensibilities, prac-
tices, and beliefs. That Jesus was an observant Jew 
should be obvious, but Matthew’s Gospel makes the 
point more clearly than the others, in great part be-
cause the author was almost certainly Jewish, as was 
a significant proportion of his audience. They under-
stood, appreciated, and identified with Jesus’ native 
culture in ways that Mark’s community could not.

Jesus, the New Moses
One of Matthew’s considerations was how he could 
help his largely Jewish-Christian readers understand 
that Jesus was the Messiah called forth in the Old Tes-
tament. One of his starting points was to compare Je-
sus to Moses, the greatest figure in the history of the 
Jewish people.

Toward this end, beginning in the stories of Jesus’ 
infancy, we can see certain parallels between Jesus and 

Moses. Just as Pharaoh attempted to kill all Jewish male 
babies, including Moses (Ex 1:15–2:9), King Herod de-
sired to kill the infant Jesus and ended up slaying the 
innocent male children in Bethlehem (Mt 2:3, 7–8, 16–
18). Both Moses and Jesus (through Joseph) are sent to 
Egypt (Ex 4:19; Mt 2:13–15). In bringing the people 
from Egypt to the land of Israel, Moses became the sav-
ior of the Israelites; Jesus, too, left Egypt for Israel, and 
became the Savior of all people (Mt 2:19–21).

Moses was, at least according to ancient tradition, 
considered to be the human author of the five books 
of the Pentateuch (see Chapter 1A, “The Pentateuch”, 
pages 30–71). Jesus’ teachings (with much of the 
material taken from “Q”) are arranged in Matthew’s 
Gospel into five sermons: the Sermon on the Mount 
(Mt 5:3–7:27), the Mission Sermon (Mt 10:5–42), the 
Sermon of Parables (Mt 13:3–52), a sermon on sin, 
forgiveness, and the Church (Mt 18:1–35), and the Es-
chatological Sermon (Mt 24:4−25:46). The five ser-
mons in the Gospel of Matthew are thought to parallel 
the five books of the Pentateuch.

Matthew also notes significant contrasts between 
Moses and Jesus. From the beginning, the powerful 
have been at odds with God’s plan for the world. There 
is a new twist, though, on this old story that will hover 
over the story of Jesus until it is brought home in Jesus’ 
suffering and Death. Moses was threatened by foreign-
ers, but Jesus was threatened, from the beginning, by 
his own people. Also, while Moses passed on the Law 
that he received at Mount Sinai, Jesus didn’t simply ex-
tend the Old Law; he instituted changes to it in his own 
name (for example, by the words “you have heard it 
said . . . but I tell you”). In essence, Matthew taught that 
Jesus was not simply another Moses, or someone like 
Moses. He was greater than Moses, for all things had 
been handed over to Jesus (Mt 11:27). In this way, the 
Gospel of Matthew emphasizes the divinity of Jesus.

Matthew also presents Jesus as the founder of the 
Church. The leaders of the Church should be humble, 
careful to avoid scandal, forgiving, prayerful, and willing 
to serve even to the point of suffering. Catholics see in 
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Matthew’s commissioning of Peter as “rock” (Mt 16:18–
19) not only Jesus’ clear founding of the Church, but also 
his establishment of a hierarchical leadership headed by 
Peter and the Apostles and their successors, the pope and 
the bishops. Christ himself is the source of the apostolic 
leadership in the Church. After his Resurrection, the Ris-
en Christ gives the eleven remaining Apostles a share in 
his own mission: “Go, therefore, and makes disciples of 
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and 
of the Son, and of the holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19).  From him, 
they receive the power to act in his name. This is known 
as the Great Commission.

 Review
1. How does Matthew’s description of Jesus’ dis-

ciples differ from Mark’s description?

2. What is the “Q” source?

3. Whom did Matthew write his Gospel for?

4. What are the five sermons in the Gospel of 
Matthew thought to parallel?

5. How did Matthew emphasize the divinity of 
Jesus?

Reflect
Describe someone you know or are aware of who 
models humble servant leadership.

The Gospel of luke
Like the Gospel of Matthew, Luke’s Gospel is approx-
imately dated in the 80s AD. This would have given 
Mark’s Gospel time to be hand-copied and circulated 
by missionaries to communities other than Mark’s own.

Luke’s own eloquence marked him as well educated, 
almost certainly from a well-to-do background. There 
are various theories concerning where Luke wrote, but 
most are very uncertain. A number of scholars suggest 
that Luke wrote in Syria, but their evidence is quite slim.

Both of his books, the Gospel of Luke and Acts 
of the Apostles, are addressed to a “most excellent 
Theophilus.” This form of greeting is used only three 
other times in the Bible in reference to Festus, the 
procurator of Judea from AD 52 to 60 (Acts 23:26; 
24:3; 26:25). The name “Theophilus” means “friend 
of God” or “one who loves God.” As far back as 
Church Father Origen, it has been suggested that Luke 
intended this Gospel for anyone devoted to God, in-
cluding you. One could also well presume that Luke 
had a patron of some importance, named Theophilus, 
for whom he wrote his Gospel.
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differences between Luke 
and Mark
Luke used roughly 85 percent of the material from 
Mark’s Gospel, about 560 of Mark’s 660 verses and 
roughly forty verses less than Matthew incorporated 
from Mark. As noted, the author of Luke was a much 
better educated man than Mark. Luke understood the 
finer conventions of how to write, had a better vocab-
ulary, and had a desire to put things in a manner he 
considered “accurate” and “orderly” (Lk 1:3). When 
placing Mark side by side with Luke, we can see that 
Luke improved on Mark’s grammar, diction, and syn-
tax. He also removed Latin words that had crept into 
Mark’s narrative, such as “census” and “centurion,” 
which proper Greek speakers thought were vulgar. He 
replaced them with the appropriate Greek terms.

Luke also changed some of the chronology of 
Mark’s narrative to a more logical order. For exam-
ple, in Mark’s Gospel, the first time Jesus meets Peter, 
James, and John is when he calls them to be his fol-
lowers. They immediately drop their nets and leave 
their boats to follow him (Mk 1:16–20). Mark then 
positions the cure of Peter’s mother-in-law quickly af-
ter the calling of the disciples in Mark 1:30–31. Luke 
apparently didn’t think it was very rational for Peter, 
James, and John to abandon their livelihood for some-
one they didn’t really know, so he moved the cure of 
Peter’s mother-in-law to a place before the call of the 
three disciples. Luke may have reasoned that Peter, 
James, and John would have more desire to follow 
Jesus after they had witnessed his amazing ability to 
cure.

Luke’s willingness to change Mark’s chronology 
offers the clear indication that Luke, while valuing the 
story of Jesus’ life that he received from Mark, didn’t 
view it as an orderly, historical presentation that had to 
be preserved unchanged. Luke was apparently influ-
enced by the need to provide his own well-educated, 

and probably affluent, Gentile-Greek readers with 
the kind of orderly and rational narrative that would 
have appealed to their educated and philosophical 
worldviews.

Some other differences between Luke and Mark 
are subtler. For example, Luke didn’t feel it was nec-
essary to provide the impression, given by Mark, that 
Jesus was a peasant. In the story of the healing of 
the paralyzed man who is lowered through the roof, 
Mark’s version has the men who are carrying the par-
alytic enter through the roof, as it was apparently a 
peasant dwelling with mud laid over branches and 
sticks and regularly painted to keep it from decaying 
into mud during the rainy season (Mk 2:4). In Luke’s 
version of this same event, the men remove roof tiles, 
the kind of architectural detail found in the first centu-
ry in the dwellings and businesses of the affluent (Lk 
5:19). In other words, in Luke’s Gospel, the miracle 
takes place in a nicer building.
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Think about how teachers today have to shape 
their lessons according to their students’ ages, abili-
ties, and cultures. For example, a math teacher can 
only introduce algebra to students who have been giv-
en a foundation in basic math operations. Or, lessons 
of apartheid in South Africa might be taught differ-
ently to children who have heard family stories about 
the experience of segregation in America versus those 
who haven’t. Likewise, Luke had to shape even the 
minute details of the Gospel in a way that aided his af-
fluent, Greek-speaking audience to better understand. 
Luke’s audience may have traditionally looked down 
on peasants and considered them too uneducated to 
take seriously. Being from this social class, Luke must 
have been able to work past any of his own prejudic-
es because of the sheer power of the Good News. He 
wanted to share the heart of the Gospel—that “Jesus 
is Lord”—with his well-educated contemporaries, but 
he realized that he had to finesse the narrative to make 
it more accessible for them. Toward this end, Luke 
even includes the one incident in the entire New Testa-
ment that would communicate to his readers that Jesus 
himself was literate. Luke 4:16–21 reveals that when 
Jesus went into the synagogue on the Sabbath, as was 
his custom, he read from the scroll of Isaiah.

Other differences between Luke’s Gospel and 
Mark’s Gospel were necessitated by technical details. 
The author of Luke had a considerable amount of ad-
ditional material beyond what was in Mark. As bound 
books had not yet been invented, he had to live within 
the realistic limitations of how long a scroll could be 
without becoming awkward for the reader to manage. 
With 19,482 Greek words in Luke, and 18,451 in Acts 
(recall that the author of Luke is also the author of the 
Acts of the Apostles), these works are the two longest 
in the New Testament, making up about one-quarter of 
the whole. As one unrolled one side of the scroll, one 
had to roll up the other. After a certain length, about 
the size of the Gospel of Luke, the process became too 

cumbersome. Today, a scroll of the Torah in contem-
porary synagogues is very difficult to manage.

With this technicality in mind, Luke had to do 
some radical editing to Mark’s Gospel if he wanted to 
include his own material or else make other technical 
adjustments. His choices were to (1) write on a mas-
sive scroll too clumsy to use, (2) leave out some of the 
great teaching material and parables he was aware of, 
but which weren’t in Mark’s Gospel (e.g., the Prodigal 
Son and the Good Samaritan), or (3) simplify and re-
duce details and repetition in Mark’s Gospel. He chose 
the third option. As a result, he edited Mark in a signif-
icant way. For example, the story of the multiplication 
of the loaves is told twice in Mark (6:34–44; 8:1–9) 
but only once in Luke (9:12–17). 

Reflect
Share an example of how your ability and culture 
has impacted the way that you learn.
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iNFANCy NARRATives
Mark’s Gospel begins with Jesus already an adult. 
Mark offers the reader only a little information 
about Jesus’ origins: that he was from Nazareth in 
Galilee (Mk 1:9), had been a carpenter, was the son 
of Mary, and was a relative (“brother”) of James, 
Joses, Judas, and Simon (Mk 6:3).

Matthew and Luke, however, both begin with 
the details leading up to Jesus’ birth. They agree 
on a number of key points:

• The narratives begin when Mary and Joseph 
were legally engaged or, perhaps, married, 
but neither living together nor sexually in-
volved with each other (Mt1:18; Lk 1:27, 34).

• Joseph was a descendant of David (Mt 1:16, 
20; Lk 1:27, 32; 2:4).

• An angel announces the coming birth of a 
baby named Jesus (Mt 1:20–23; Lk 1:30–35).

• The baby would be a Savior (Mt 1:21; Lk 2:11).

• Mary conceived, not through sexual relations 
with Joseph, but by the Holy Spirit (Mt 1:18–
24; Lk 1:34–35).

• Jesus was born after Mary and Joseph lived 
together as a family (Mt 1:24–25; Lk 2:5–6) 
in the town of Bethlehem (Mt 2:1; Lk 2:4–6) 
while Herod the Great was still king (Mt 2:1; 
Lk 1:5).

• Jesus grew up in Nazareth (Mt 2:23; Lk 2:39).

The infancy narratives in Matthew and Luke 
also have some striking differences. For example, 
in Luke, the Angel Gabriel only speaks to Mary (Lk 
1:26–38). In Matthew, an unnamed angel speaks 
only to Joseph (Mt 1:20, 24; 2:13, 19). In Mat-
thew’s Gospel, there is no mention of the angelic 
choirs and the adoration of the shepherds found in 
Luke 2:8–18. In Luke’s Gospel, there is no visit or 
gifts from the magi (Mt 2:1–13). The genealogy is 
also different in Luke’s Gospel; unlike in Matthew 
where the family tree of Jesus extends to Abra-
ham, the father of the Jewish faith, and is placed 
at the beginning of the Gospel, Luke’s geneaolgy 
begins with Adam, the father of the human race, 
and is placed near the start of Jesus’ public minis-
try (Lk 3:23–38).

While these differences could be simply omis-
sions on the part of one or the other, some dif-
ferences are also irreconcilable. For example, in 
Luke, Joseph’s original home is in Nazareth, and 
Jesus only ended up being born and placed in a 
manger in Bethlehem (there is no mention of a 
stable, by the way) because of a census (Lk 2:1–
7). In Matthew, however, Joseph appears to live 
in Bethlehem, itself, and it would seem that Jesus 
was born at home (no mention of a manger) where 
magi visit him (Mt 2:9–11). Matthew also adds a 
story, missing from Luke, in which Joseph takes 
Mary and Jesus to Egypt to escape Herod’s attempt 
to slay the infant. After Herod’s death, they don’t 
return to their “home” in Bethlehem, but go to 
live in Nazareth because they want to live far from 
Herod’s son, Archelaus (Mt 2:13–23). So, while in 
both stories Jesus is born in the same town, Beth-
lehem, and grows up in the same village, Naza-
reth, the explanations as to how this happened are 
quite different in each Gospel.

Speaking from a strictly historical perspective, 
both Luke and Matthew cannot be accurate. Jo-
seph’s home can’t originally have been in Nazareth 
and Bethlehem at the same time. The Church is 
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content to understand these narratives, but not 
so much as history, even though they certainly 
contain historical details. Determining what is 
historical and what is “creative” has kept bib-
lical scholars busy for centuries now. Rather, 
it would seem, each Gospel writer, as inspired 
by the Holy Spirit, took those details known to 
them about Jesus’ early years (perhaps includ-
ing some of the shared common material as 

given above), and fleshed them out into cre-
ative introductions. They used these forewords, 
not so much as sources for history, but to lay 
out for us important themes that would echo 
throughout Jesus’ life and ministry in their dis-
tinctive Gospels.

The Needs of the Poor
Throughout Luke’s Gospel, Jesus draws the attention 
of his disciples to the needs of the poor. This focus is 
indicated, in part, by the way that Luke shapes the tra-
ditions he receives. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus teach-
es, “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (Mt 5:3). In Luke, 
Jesus says more simply and cuttingly, “Blessed 
are the poor” (Luke 6:20). In Mark, Jesus tells 
a rich young man to sell what he has and give it 
to the poor, not making it clear whether he has 
to sell some, most, or all of his possessions (Mk 
10:21). In Luke there is no doubt: Jesus tells him 
to sell all that he has (Lk 18:22). Also, everyone, 
bad and good alike, are invited in Jesus’ para-
ble of the wedding feast in Matthew 22:9–10. In 
Luke’s version, the servants are specifically in-
structed to invite “the poor and the crippled, the 
blind and the lame” (Lk 14:21).

Luke also has a number of passages unique 
to his Gospel that involve the poor. For example:
• After warning his hearers to avoid greed, 

Jesus related a parable of a foolish rich man 
who, thinking that life was about his possessions, 
lost everything at his death (12:13–21).

• Jesus instructs his hosts to invite the poor when 
they throw banquets (14:13).

• He tells a parable of a rich man burning in hell 
while the poor beggar Lazarus rests in the bosom 
of Abraham in Heaven (16:19–31).

• After Jesus agrees to eat dinner at his house, Zac-
chaeus offers to give half of his possessions to 
the poor (19:8).

The key for understanding this focus, perhaps, lies 
in a unique vignette in Luke in which Jesus, at the 
beginning of his public ministry, announces that he 

has been anointed to “bring glad tiding to the poor,” 
to heal the conditions of blindness and captivity that 
lead to poverty, and to free the oppressed (Lk 4:18). 
This teaching, rooted in Isaiah 61:1, is clearly Jesus’ 
“mission statement” in Luke’s Gospel. The remainder 
of the Gospel is a witness to how Jesus lived out this 
message in his healing and teaching.
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It may seem curious that Luke, coming from an af-
fluent family with access to lots of privilege himself, 
was so clearly focused on the care of the poor and the 
necessity of setting aside worldly goods and pursuits 
for the sake of the Gospel. It probably wouldn’t have 
made much sense, though, for Mark, whose intended 
audience stood a very good chance of being even less 
educated and poorer than he was, to stress the care of 
the poor. On the other hand, the affluent and powerful 
who made up Luke’s audience were better able to do 
something positive about the conditions of those who 
had little. As a result, Luke had to be more forthright 
and challenging to his audience while addressing pov-
erty and possessions.

Jesus identified with the poor and lowly. He came 
into the world humbly. He came to proclaim the Gos-
pel to the poor (Lk 7:22). Generous service of God and 
others, with compassion for the poor and outcast, are 
mandatory for all followers of Jesus.

Reflect
“Compassion for the poor and outcast are manda-
tory for followers of Jesus.” How do you plan to 
keep this command?

Prayer in Luke’s Gospel
Another theme that threads its way throughout Luke’s 
Gospel is the importance of prayer. Prayer is men-
tioned or witnessed in Luke almost as many times as 
it appears in the three other Gospels combined. The 
Gospel narrative begins, in fact, with the people gath-
ered for prayer in the Temple in Jerusalem at the hour 
of incense (Lk 1:10). At that time, the Angel Gabriel 
appeared to announce to the priest, Zechariah, that his 
prayer for a child had been heard and would be an-
swered (Lk 1:13).

In Luke, Jesus himself gave firm directives to his 
followers to pray—even to pray for those who mis-
treated them (Lk 6:28). When asked, he also offered 

an example of how to pray in a simple form of the Our 
Father (Lk 11:1–4). He used parables to encourage his 
followers to be diligent in prayer (Lk 11:5–13) and to 
pray without growing weary (Lk 18:1–8).

Jesus practiced what he preached in this regard. 
He offered an example by praying at important mo-
ments throughout his life. In fact, prayer bookends 
the beginning of his public ministry and the end of 
his life. Jesus prayed immediately after being bap-
tized (Lk 3:21). His words before dying were words 
of prayer to the Father commending up his spirit (Lk 
23:46). In the midst of his public life, Jesus withdrew 
away from the crowds to pray by himself (Lk 5:15–
16; 6:12; 9:18, 28; 11:1; 22:41). During the Transfigu-
ration Jesus’ glory was revealed on the mountaintop 
while in prayer (Lk 9:28–29). Among his most dra-
matic acts was his defense of the Temple as a house 
of prayer against those who “made it a den of thieves” 
(Lk 19:45–46).

The Holy Spirit is the constant companion to 
prayer. This is cited in many places in Luke’s Gospel: 
for example, Jesus prays full of power in the Spirit 
(10:21) and teaches his followers to pray for the Holy 
Spirit (11:13).

Reflect
When was a key time in your life when you relied 
on prayer?

Women in Luke’s Gospel
Since very few women were allowed formal education 
in the ancient world, almost all literature that comes 
to us from those times was written by men, for other 
men, and about interests and concerns that mattered to 
men. In this regard, it isn’t surprising that Matthew’s 
Gospel framed the entire narrative of Jesus’ infancy 
from Joseph’s perspective. So, it is extraordinary that 
Luke viewed the Annunciation, birth of Jesus, and 
his infancy through the eyes of Mary (see “Infancy 
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Narrative,” page 216). The first chapter of Luke also 
contains the words of Mary spoken in a canticle known 
as the Magnificat (Lk 1:39–56).

Luke’s focus on women does not end with Mary. 
Jesus ministered directly with women, noticing their 
needs and responding to them. For example, he 
brought back to life the only son of a desperate widow 
in the city of Nain (Lk 7:11–15). Again, when a wom-
an broke into the “male only” meal with Simon the 
Pharisee, Jesus not only affirmed her initiative, flow-
ing as it did from her great love, but also defended her 
from the unjust judgment of others and forgave her 
sins (7:36–50).

A careful reading of Luke’s text indicates that Je-
sus had close friends who were women. Martha and 
Mary shared the kind of friendly intimacy with Jesus 
that allowed Mary to sit at Jesus’ feet in the role of a 
disciple that was usually reserved for men and Mar-
tha to chide Jesus for not encouraging Mary to get 
up off the ground to help her with the hospitality (Lk 
10:38–42).

Luke also had the unique tendency to balance 
bringing both women and men to center stage around 
some of the most important moments in the Gospel, to 

the point of providing parallel episodes for this to occur. 
For example, in the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple, 
Jesus was greeted and recognized not only by a holy 
man, Simeon (Lk 2:25–35), but also by the prophetess 
Anna (2:36–38). When Jesus described how God seeks 
out the sinner, he told a story for men about a shepherd 
who went searching for a lost sheep (Lk 15:4–7), im-
mediately followed by the story of a woman seeking a 
lost coin of some value (15:8–10). In that latter parable, 
the woman herself was a metaphor for God.

Most significantly, it is women who witness Jesus’ 
Death on the Cross (23:46–49), see the tomb where Je-
sus is laid (23:55), and discover it empty (24:1). These 
women were the first to proclaim Jesus’ Resurrection to 
the Eleven and the other disciples, though undoubted-
ly because of prejudice, they were not believed. Why? 
Because they were women (Lk 24:8–9). However, by 
the same token, note how the inclusion of the women’s 
testimony in Luke’s Gospel actually strengthens the 
historical evidence of these events. The fact that Luke 
records testimony of women who were usually disre-
garded by their peers offers credibility to the claim of 
the Resurrection, an essential element of the Christian 
faith from the beginning.
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The Passion Narrative
While Matthew was fairly faithful to Mark’s Passion 
narrative, Luke seems to draw on a unique set of tradi-
tions, all the while significantly reordering what he did 
receive from Mark.

Luke portrays Jesus’ disciples in a much more 
positive light. Whereas Mark’s Gospel predicts that 
the disciples will be scattered and scandalized (Mk 
14:27), Luke praises them for standing by Jesus and 
records Jesus’ promise to them that they will sit on 
twelve thrones, judging “the twelve tribes of Israel” 
(Lk 22:28–30). Luke also omits two of Mark’s scenes, 
the first in which Peter, James, and John fell asleep 
three times in the Garden of Gethsemane (Mk 14:37–
41), and the second when the disciples fled from Christ 
at the moment of his arrest (Mk 14:50–52). Mark 
also presents an extended narrative of Peter’s failure 
to acknowledge his connection to Jesus in the court-
yard of the high priest during Jesus’ trial there (Mk 
14:66–72), On the other hand, Luke frames Peter’s de-
nial as Satan’s demand, and includes Jesus’ prayer that 
Peter’s faith not fail, saying, “once you have turned 
back again, you must strengthen your brothers” (Lk 
22:31–32).

Luke also portrays Jesus’ actions differently from 
the other Synoptic Gospels. Some of Jesus’ actions 
unique to Luke’s Gospel are:
• Jesus healing the right ear of the high priest’s 

servant that had been cut off with a sword 
(22:50–51).

• Jesus negotiating the end of the rift between 
Herod Antipas, Tetrarch of Galilee, and Pontius 
Pilate, the Roman governor of Judea (23:6–12).

• Jesus comforting the women of Jerusalem who 
“mourned and lamented him” (23:27–31).

• Jesus offering Paradise to the good criminal on 
the cross who recognizes that Jesus was being 
convicted, though innocent (23:39–43).

• Jesus saying, “Father, forgive them; they know 
not what they are doing” as he hung on the Cross 
(23:34).

Also, only in Luke’s Gospel did Jesus remind Pe-
ter of Jesus’ earlier prediction that Peter would deny 
Jesus (Lk 22:61–62). Also, only in Luke was Jesus 
sent by Pilate to King Herod where he was mocked 
but also clothed in “resplendent garb” (23:6–12). Je-
sus apparently wore these garments all the way to the 
place where he was crucified. Whereas in Mark’s Gos-
pel, Jesus gave out “a loud cry and breathed his last” 
(Mk 15:37), in Luke, Jesus was in control even until 
the very end, saying, “Father into your hands I com-
mend my spirit,” choosing both the moment and the 
manner of his own Death, surrendering nothing to his 
executioners (Lk 23:46). While in Mark’s Gospel, all 
was bleak, and Jesus appeared to die alone, in Luke, 
the centurion present glorified God, acknowledging 
that Jesus was truly innocent (Lk 23:47), while “all 
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his acquaintances stood at a distance, including the 
women” (23:49). The crowds, for their part, repent-
ed in Luke, going “home beating their breasts” (Lk 
23:48). A Lucan theme is to follow in the footsteps 
of Jesus as he followed the will of his Father. In the 
these events, the will of God is accomplished. Luke’s 
Gospel also uniquely adds the Resurrection narrative 
of the Emmaus journey and the disciples recognition 
of Jesus in the “breaking of the bread” (Lk 24:13–35).

Luke, of course, continues his “second volume” 
with the Acts of the Apostles (see “Acts of thte Apos-
tles,” pages 230–237). In both works, demonstrating 
concern for historical detail, Luke wrote to show his 
readers that their faith in the Lord was reliable.

 Review
1. How did Luke make the chronology of his 

Gospel more logical than Mark’s?

2. What evidence from Luke’s Gospel is there 
that Jesus was literate?

3. How does the Church understand the histori-
cal differences between the infancy narra-
tives of Matthew and Luke?

4. Why does it make sense that Luke, from an 
affluent background, would focus on the care 
of the poor?

5. Name two occasions cited by Luke in Jesus’ 
life when he prayed?

6. Why was it unique that Luke focused much of 
his Gospel around women?

7. How does Luke portray Jesus being in control 
of his life to the very end?

The Gospel of John
As mentioned earlier, the Gospel of John is now com-
monly dated approximately at AD 90. The Gospel of 
John is unique in the fact that though the author may 
have shared written or oral traditions with Mark’s 
Gospel and have known certain traditions that appear 
in Luke’s Gospel, the fourth Gospel does not rely on 
any of the Synoptic Gospels. Rather, his sources are 
independent traditions preserved in the churches from 
which they were created.

Though the Gospel of John is expansive of ear-
ly Christian theology, its outline is relatively simple. 
After a short and important prologue, only two major 
sections follow this introduction. The first is called the 
Book of Signs, which treats Jesus’ public ministry. The 
second major division is the Book of Glory. Beginning 
with the Last Supper and extending to Jesus’ Resur-
rection, this section of the Gospel includes theologi-
cally rooted discourses given by Jesus. An epilogue, 
probably added later, includes Jesus’ appearances in 
Galilee. The outline of the Gospel of John:

Prologue: “Word made flesh” 
(1:1–18)

Part 1: Book of signs (1:19–12:50)
• The wedding at Cana (2:1–11)
• The cure of the royal official’s son (4:46–54)
• The cure of the paralytic (5:1–18)
• The multiplication of loaves (6:1–15)
• The walking on water (6:16–21)
• The healing of the man born blind (9:1–41)
• The raising of Lazarus (11:1–44)

Part 2: Book of Glory (13:1–20:31)
• The Last Supper (13–17)
• The Passion and Death of Jesus (18–19)
• The Resurrection (20)
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epilogue: Appearances in Galilee 
(21)

In John’s Gospel, theological insight is often present-
ed in simple, contrasting images (e.g., life and death, 
light and darkness, flesh and spirit, glory and eternal 
life) that at the same time convey deep and profound 
meaning.

The Beloved disciple
The Gospel of John is popularly attributed to John, 
called the Evangelist, the brother of James, both sons 
of Zebedee (Mk 1:19; Jn 21:2). According to this tra-
dition, he was also the author of the Book of Revela-
tion, which clearly indicates its author’s name as John 
(Rv 1:1–4), and also that he had been exiled to the 
island of Patmos, in the Aegean Sea (Rv 1:9). The 
Gospel, however, while never mentioning the name of 
its author, credits its composition to a certain disciple 
whom Jesus loved: “It is this disciple who testifies to 
these things and has written them, and we know that 
his testimony is true” (Jn 21:20–24). Just because the 
verse says that the disciple “has written them” does 

not necessarily mean that he wrote them with his own 
hand. Similarly, referring to the inscription above Je-
sus on the Cross, Pilate said, “What I have written, 
I have written” (Jn 19:22). In that case as well, we 
can be rather certain that Pilate would not have writ-
ten the inscription himself. Also, John’s community 
likely omitted his name out of respect for Jesus, but 
couldn’t help referring to him as the disciple whom 
Jesus loved.

This “beloved disciple” appears in at least four 
places in the Gospel. He is first identified as such at 
the Last Supper, where he was reclining on the same 
couch as, and just in front of, Jesus, as was common in 
feasts of that time (Jn 13:23–25). His closeness to Je-
sus indicated a position of high favor, according to the 
customs of the first century, where up to five people 
could recline on the same couch to eat.

He next appears at the foot of the Cross at the Cru-
cifixion. He is the only one of Jesus’ male disciples 
with the courage to be present. Jesus’ great trust in this 
disciple was evident in his decision to give the care 
of his own Mother into the beloved disciple’s hands: 
“Then he said to the disciple [whom he loved], ‘Be-
hold, your mother.’” (Jn 19:25–27).

The beloved disciple surfaces seventeen verses lat-
er in Peter’s company, when Mary of Magdala reports 
that Jesus’ body has been removed from the tomb. Both 
Peter and this disciple run to the tomb to verify her re-
port. The disciple arrives at the empty tomb first, where 
he sees the head cloth and believes (Jn 20:1–9).

Finally, in the last of his appearances, Peter asks 
Jesus what would become of the disciple Jesus loved 
(21:20–24). Jesus cautions Peter, in response, to focus 
on following Jesus, and not on the affairs of the disci-
ple. This last passage indicates that the Gospel was later 
edited to explain the beloved disciple’s death for those 
who believed he would live until the Lord’s return.

It should be noted that this beloved disciple is nev-
er named “John” in any of these passages. Whoever 
the beloved disciple was, he was clearly both a disciple 
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and eyewitness to Jesus, and also the 
founder of a community that had taken 
his message of the Good News to heart. 
He passed on his memories of Jesus to 
this community. This disciple probably 
did not refer to himself as Jesus’ “be-
loved disciple.” It seems more likely 
that the community he had brought to 
faith by his evangelism referred to him 
that way, in essence, because they loved 
him. He must have been a very special 
person. They were convinced that Jesus 
must have loved their founder with as 
much enthusiasm as they did. If this is 
true, he was able to engender this love 
from others, all the while never making 
the message center on himself; it was 
always about Jesus.

Reflect
Why is it important to you to put 
Jesus first in your life?

Authorship of John’s 
Gospel
Members of this community took the 
beloved disciple’s teachings, and under 
the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, fash-
ioned them into the cohesive narrative 
of the Gospel. It wasn’t a simple process 
and clearly required a certain amount of 
editing, some of which may have been 
composed while the beloved disciple 
was still alive, but some of which was 
clearly written after his death.

There is evidence for new materi-
al added to an original draft in several 
places. For example, in John 14:31, Je-
sus, after having spoken for almost two 

full chapters in his final address, says, 
“Get up, let us go.” But they don’t get 
up and go. Instead, Jesus continued 
speaking for another three chapters! 
Those chapters seem to be important 
material added at some later point to 
the original text. Another place where 
you can see this editing process is at the 
end of chapter 20:

Now Jesus did many other 
signs in the presence of [his] 
disciples that are not written in 
this book. But these are written 
that you may [come to] believe 
that Jesus is the Messiah, the 
Son of God, and that through 
this belief you may have life in 
his name. (Jn 20:30–31)

These two verses were probably the 
original formal conclusion of the Gos-
pel. Chapter 21 appears to be an addi-
tion, written sometime after the death of 
the beloved disciple (since John 21:21–
23 actually refer to his death!). Chapter 
21 provides a rich post-Resurrection 
account of Jesus and the disciples.

Four other works have also been 
attributed to “John the Evangelist”: 
The First, Second, and Third Letters of 
John, and the Revelation to John (Book 
of Revelation). There is a similar vo-
cabulary, theology, and focus between 
the Gospel and the three letters, but sty-
listic differences suggest the same peo-
ple probably did not write them. The 
authors seem to be interested, at least 
in part, in correcting some unfortunate 
interpretations of the Gospel, perhaps 
by Gnostics.

Gnostics
A generic term to describe 
adherents to a variety of 
pre- and early Christian 
heresies that taught that 
Salvation rests on se-
cret knowledge (gnosis in 
Greek).
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With even greater certainty, experts in Greek style 
and vocabulary are firm that the authors of “John’s” 
Gospel did not write Revelation. Even a casual skim-
ming of the Gospel and Revelation in English suggests 
a completely different style of writing and perspective 
between these two works.

Comparing John’s Gospel to 
the Synoptic Gospels
John’s Gospel differs in many ways from the Synoptic 
Gospels. For example, there are new characters like 
Nicodemus, Lazarus, a man born blind, and a Samari-
tan woman. Jesus attends three Passover festivals, not 
one, and makes several trips to Jerusalem for vari-
ous festivals. Jesus’ teaching usually takes the form 
of long discourses, not pithy sayings or par-
ables. Even in those occasional instanc-
es when John covers similar events 
that the Synoptic Gospels do (e.g., 
the multiplication of loaves), there 
is unique content. Compare, for 
example, John 6:1–14 and Mark 
6:35–46.

In addition, John’s Gospel is 
very poetic, thus presenting a more 
solemn and holy Jesus. Stylistically, it 
uses literary techniques like irony (where op-
ponents often say things about Jesus that have deeper 
meanings than they realize), plays on words, meta-
phors (implied comparisons), figurative language to 
help clarify the many misunderstandings people have 
of him, and other similar techniques.

The content of the Gospel focuses on Jesus as 
God’s Revelation, one who shows us the way to the 
Father, and it does not stress the Kingdom of God the 
way the Synoptics do. In John, the term “Kingdom” 
occurs only twice (Jn 3:3, 5). In Matthew’s Gospel, 
the title “Son of Man” is used thirty times; in Luke it 
occurs twenty-five times, along with a strong focus 

on the meaning of discipleship. While John’s Gospel 
does touch on discipleship (Jn 13:13–17), “Son of 
Man” appears only twelve times.

The framing of time is also different in John. For 
example, the Synoptic Gospels give an uncertain im-
pression on the length of Jesus’ ministry. John’s Gos-
pel mentions three Passovers (Jn 1:13; 6:4; 12:1) 
while only one Passover is included in each of the oth-
er Gospels. Thus, according to John’s Gospel, Jesus’ 
public ministry was at least three years in length. This 
time frame seems more plausible, especially since the 
Synoptic Gospels detail how Jesus captured a certain 
fame, drew interested crowds from Tyre and Sidon in 
the north, Jerusalem in the south, and beyond the Jor-
dan River to the east (Mk 3:8; Lk 6:17, and Mt 4:25). 

A longer public ministry makes it easier 
to understand how people from such 

distant places would have heard of 
Jesus and been willing to journey 
long distances, almost exclu-
sively by foot, to be with him.

As in the other Gospels, 
John introduces the public life 

of Jesus through the ministry of 
John the Baptist. However, the 

inclusion of Jesus’ baptism is bare-
ly alluded to (Jn 1:29–34). There is no 

mention at all of Jesus’ temptation in the des-
ert. Rather, the Gospel moves right to Jesus’ call of 
his disciples. However, unlike in the Synoptics (Mk 
1:16–20; Mt 4:18–22; Lk 5:2–11) where Jesus calls 
Simon Peter to follow him while Simon is with his 
boat, in John’s Gospel Jesus calls Simon’s brother, 
Andrew, to follow first. Andrew, in turn, seeks out Si-
mon and brings him to Jesus (Jn 1:35–51). Jesus then 
gives Simon the new name, “Kephas” or “Peter,” on 
the spot, not waiting for Peter to identify him as the 
Messiah as in Matthew 16:25–20.

Licensed to Holy Family High School College Preparatory for the 2014–15 school year.



 The Gospels 225

There is a different placement of Jesus’ cleansing 
of the Temple in John’s Gospel. In John, this incident 
occurs early in the Gospel, in John 2:13–25. The Syn-
optics place the cleansing of the Temple toward the 
end of their narratives (Mt 21:12–16; Mk 11:15–18; 
Lk 19:45–48), each recounting how the chief priests 
were offended by Jesus’ actions so much that they 
would seek his Death within a week of this action. 
This example points out how the order of the Gospel 
narratives was determined more by theological con-
cerns than chronological data.

The Last Supper is also placed differently in 
John’s Gospel, where it is described as taking place 
on the day before Passover, the date when the Pass-
over lamb was traditionally slaughtered (Jn 13:1 and 
Ex 12:1–8). This placement shows that the slaughter 
of the Passover lamb foreshadowed the Death of Je-
sus. Both deaths pointed to God’s action in the world. 
Jesus’ Death brought about Salvation and Redemption 
for humankind.

Reflect
What part of your life would be difficult to drop 
altogether in order to follow Jesus?

Unique Elements of John’s 
Gospel
The organization of John’s Gospel into two books, 
the Book of Signs and the Book of Glory, is a distinct 
feature. The Book of Signs is organized around seven 
miracles. In contrast to the Synoptic Gospels which 
describe miracles as “acts of power” (dynamis in the 
Greek), John uses either the word ergon (work) or se-
meion (sign) to describe Jesus’ miracles. Similarly, 
the Old Testament referred to the works of God that 
brought Israel out of Egypt at the time of the Exodus 
and the signs of God performed through Moses.

The Book of Glory, the second major part of John’s 
Gospel, consists of two main sections: the Last Supper 
discourses (Jn 13–17) and Jesus’ Death and Resurrec-
tion in John 18–20. Jesus is both “lifted up” on the Cross 
and “lifted up” from the tomb to everlasting glory. In the 
Last Supper discourses, Jesus offers his priestly prayer 
that prepares his Apostles for his hour of glory—his Pas-
sion—promises them the Holy Spirit, and instructs them 
how to live after his Resurrection. While the Synoptic 
Gospels and 1 Corinthians 23–26 all recount the mo-
ment on the night before Jesus died when he blessed 
bread and wine and pronounced the words of consecra-
tion of the first Eucharist, John’s Gospel does not. John’s 
Gospel does go to much greater depth explaining the 
significance and purpose of Jesus’ Body and Blood be-
ing real food and real drink (Jn 6:26–59).

A summary of some of the other main distinct ele-
ments in John’s Gospel follows.

Teachings on love
The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke recognize 
love as the summation of the Law and the prophets, and 
worth more than all ritual sacrifices (Mt 22:36–40, Mk 
12:28–33, Lk 10:25–28). John’s Gospel is more con-
cerned with defining love itself, clarifying, for example:
• God’s great love for the world (3:16; 16:27; 17:23),
• the Father and the Son’s love for each other 

(3:35; 5:20; 10:17; 14:31; 15:9; 17:24–26),
• our need to love God (21:15–17),
• the Lord’s command that we love each other 

(13:34–35; 15:12, 17),
• Jesus’ love for his disciples and friends (11:3, 5, 

36; 13:1),
• and how to love according to the Lord’s com-

mandments (12:25; 14:15–28; 15:10–13).

John’s Gospel teaches that we are to first accept 
love, particularly as it is expressed by Jesus’ willing-
ness to die for us (Jn 3:16). Then we are to commit 
to loving one another, even to the point of offering 
our lives for each other. Being a true disciple of Christ 
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is not for the faint hearted. The Gospel 
teaches clearly that the true definition 
of love is to lay down one’s life, as Je-
sus did for us, and as we are to do for 
one another.

Teaching with metaphors
In John’s Gospel, Jesus teaches us-
ing metaphors. This is different from 
the approach of the Synoptic Gospels, 
which feature Jesus’ parables as a prime 
method for teaching. Some of the key 
teaching metaphors are the following:
• “I am the bread of life” (6:35) and 

“I am the living bread” (6:51)
• “I am the light of the world” (8:12)
• “I am the gate for the sheep” 

(10:7),  “the gate” (10:9), and “the 
good shepherd” (10:11) 

• “I am the resurrection and the life” 
(11:25)

• “I am the way and the truth and 
the life” (14:6)

• “I am the true vine, and my Father 
is the vine grower” (15:1), and 
“you are the branches” (15:5)

These metaphors help us to come 
to a better understanding of Christolo-
gy; that is, Jesus’ identity as the Second 
Person of the Trinity and his relation-
ship with his Father.

Reflect
Which metaphor that Christ uses to 
describe himself is your favorite?

Nicodemus
The Pharisee Nicodemus, a ruler of the 
Jews, was a recurring figure in John’s 
Gospel, absent in the Synoptic Gospels. 

He surfaces on three occasions, appear-
ing first, somewhat secretly at night—
perhaps needing to keep his interest 
private—and making inquiries into Je-
sus’ identity and teachings (Jn 3:1–10). 
His understanding of Jesus, at least at 
first, is not particularly good. 

He then appears four chapters later, 
when Jesus’ teachings attract the at-
tention of his fellow Jews. As a result, 
the chief priests and Pharisees made 
a failed effort to arrest Jesus (Jn 7:32, 
44–49). In the aftermath of this inci-
dent, Nicodemus came to Jesus’ de-
fense, saying, “Does our law condemn 
a person before it first hears him and 
finds out what he is doing?” (Jn 7:50–
52). At first courageous, Nicodemus 
then remained silent when treated con-
temptuously by his companions. 

His third and final appearance oc-
curs at the end of the Gospel, when all 
the disciples except the beloved disci-
ple and the women were conspicuously 

Christology
The branch of theology that 
studies the meaning of the 
person of Jesus Christ.
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absent. After Joseph of Arimathea arranged with Pi-
late to obtain Jesus’ body in order to bury it, Nicode-
mus came with a large amount of myrrh and aloes to 
prepare Jesus’ body for its internment (Jn 19:39–42). 
Though he assisted Jesus in these ways, he was never 
referred to as a disciple. 

Nicodemus seems to represent Christians who were 
silent or fearful about expressing their commitment to 
Christ. John’s Gospel invited them into a more public 

statement of witness for Jesus. This Gospel in-
vites believers, today, to do the same. Being a 
Christian means more than simply saying we be-
lieve in Jesus. Being a true disciple of Jesus re-
quires us to profess that belief to others, even at 
great personal cost. 

Reflect
How have you been a disciple like Nicode-
mus—silent or fearful about expressing your 
commitment to Christ?

Peter and the Beloved Disciple
John’s Gospel sets up an interesting contrast be-
tween the beloved disciple and Peter. For exam-
ple at the Last Supper, the beloved disciple is in 
closer proximity to Jesus than Peter (Jn 13:23); 
at the empty tomb the beloved disciple came to 
belief while Peter’s faith remained in doubt (Jn 
20:8). At the post-Resurrection appearance at 
the Sea of Tiberias, Peter was questioned three 
times on his love for Jesus, clearly a chance for 
him to repent of his three denials of Jesus in the 
high priest’s courtyard (Jn 18:16–18, 25–27). At 
that same time, Jesus also chided Peter for ask-
ing impertinent questions of the beloved disci-
ple (Jn 21:15–23). Also, at the foot of the Cross, 
when the beloved disciple was given the care 
of Jesus’ Mother, Peter was very conspicuously 
absent (Jn 19:25–26). 

What is clear from the mention of Peter in 
the Gospel in so many key places, including with Je-
sus after the Resurrection, is that the Johannine com-
munity was aware of Peter’s primacy in the Church. 
The contrast of Peter with the beloved disciple also 
shows how John’s community relished the opportu-
nity to portray their own teacher in a positive light. 
These kinds of subtle differences between the Gospels 
highlight the rich diversity that has always highlighted 

anti-Semitism
Unfounded prejudice 

against the Jewish people. 

Jewish PeoPle ARe NoT 
ResPoNsiBle FoR The 
DeATh oF JesUs
The use of the term “Jews” surrounding the Passion 
narrative in John’s Gospel has at times insinuated 
that all Jewish people were somehow responsible for 
the Death of Jesus. This is not true and this belief is 
a form of anti-Semitism and contrary to the love of 
Christ. The Church teaches that:

neither all Jews indiscriminately at that 

time, nor Jews today, can be charged 

with the crimes committed during the 

Passion. . . . [T]he Jews should not be 

spoken of as rejected or accursed as 

if this followed from holy Scripture. 

(Declaration on the Relationship of the 

Church to Non-Christian Religions, No. 

4, CCC, 597)
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the Church, even as she earnestly pursued unity in be-
lief and practice.

Christology in John’s Gospel
Recall that Christology is the study of Jesus Christ, 
that is, trying to understand who he is. All of the 
Gospels are interested in Jesus Christ’s identity, but 
the focus of John’s Gospel stresses very strongly his 
heavenly origins, his fundamental identity as the Son 
of God, and his preexistence as the Word of God. 

One of the most profound contributions of John’s 
Gospel has been to clarify Jesus’ identity and relation-
ship with God the Father. This relationship is rooted in 
that profound moment, in the presence of the burning 
bush out in the desert by Horeb, when Moses had the 
inspiration to ask for the name of God. In answer, God 
identified himself as, “‘I am who am.’ Then he added, 
‘This is what you shall tell the Israelites: I AM sent me 
to you’” (Ex 3:1–17).

Jesus echoes these words in John 8:24 by describ-
ing himself in the same way: “For if you do not be-
lieve that I AM, you will die in your sins.” By using 
these words, Jesus was teaching that he is God. Con-
tinuing his teaching, Jesus was asked by his contem-
poraries how he could speak so authoritatively about 
Abraham, as though he and Abraham were contem-
poraries. Jesus responded: “Amen, amen, I say to 
you, before Abraham came to be, I AM” (Jn 8:58). In 

essence, Jesus was teaching that not only is he God in 
the present, but he has always been God, even before 
he was born as a human, since he has always existed.

In fact, the Prologue to John’s Gospel opens with 
this very teaching in a poem in which Jesus is identi-
fied as the “Word,” always present with God, and al-
ways God:

In the beginning was the Word,
 and the Word was with God,
 and the Word was God.
He was in the beginning with God.
 All things came to be through him,
 and without him nothing came to be.
What came to be through him was life, 
 and this life was the light of the human race.
 the light shines in the darkness,
 and the darkness has not overcome it. (Jn 

1:1–5)

This passage speaks of the difference between the 
way God thinks and the way that humans do. Your 
thoughts, even when you are remembering someone 
you know and love very much, are incomplete and 
sketchy. When God thinks, though, the thoughts are 
so complete that things come into existence. All God 
has to do is think, “Let there be light,” and, by virtue 
of him thinking that, “there is light” (Gn 1:3). So, 
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you may ask, what happens when God 
thinks about himself? God’s thoughts 
are not going to be incomplete or 
sketchy. That thought he has of him-
self is so complete, and so perfect, that 
it is more than a mirror image of God. 
His thought of himself is as complete 
as the original.

That thought is the “Word,” in the 
passage above, or logos in Greek—a 
term that implies much more than the 
simple term “word” means in English. 
Logos can mean “message,” “teach-
ing,” “extended speech,” or “self-
expression.” It is in that latter sense 
that the term logos is used here. The 
“Word” described in the Prologue to 
John’s Gospel is not a different God. 
It is the very same God, complete in 
every way, including complete enough 
to be conscious. This complete self-
expression of God is called “God the 
Son.” 

As God the Father, and his com-
plete and eternal self-expression, God 
the Son, consider each other, they are 
united in an endless love so great that 
it takes on an identity all its own, the 
God the Holy Spirit. As love is essen-
tially self-love, it’s not something or 
someone new. God the Son has always 
existed, since God has always been 
aware of himself, and has always had 
a complete understanding of himself. 
The Spirit has always existed, as God 
has always loved. This is why Jesus 
can say, “before Abraham was, I AM.” 
As God, he has, in fact, always been. 
Through him, all other things came to 

be as well, as God drew into existence 
everything else that is in further, but 
lesser, thoughts.

From the beginning the revealed 
truth of the Holy Trinity has been at 
the heart of the Church’s living faith, 
principally by the means of Baptism. 
Drawing on Sacred Scripture and Sa-
cred Tradition, the Church teaches the 
dogma of the Holy Trinity:
• The Trinity is One. There are not 

three Gods, but one God in Three 
Persons.

• The Divine Persons are distinct 
from one another in their origins. 
“It is the Father who generates, the 
Son who is begotten, and the Holy 
spirit who proceeds” (CCC, 255, 
quoting Lateran Council IV).

• The Divine Persons relate to one 
another. The Three Persons do not 
divide God’s unity; they express 
their relationship to one another. 
Just as the Holy Trinity has only 
one divine nature, so they have 
only one divine operation. “How-
ever each divine person performs 
the common work according to 
his unique personal property” 
(CCC, 258). This is especially 
true in the divine missions of the 
Son’s Incarnation and the gift of 
the Holy Spirit.

Catholics recognize that Jesus, 
born a human in time, was God present 
among us—not a new or different God 
from the One in Heaven, but one and 
the very same. This belief is found in 
the Synoptic Gospels and in the writ-
ings of St. Paul, but there is no place 
where it is stated as boldly or clearly as 
in John’s Gospel.

Holy Trinity
The central mystery of the 
Christian faith. It teaches 
that that are Three Persons 
in one God: Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit.

dogma
A central truth of 
Revelation that Catholics 
are obliged to believe.
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 Review
1. What are the two major sections of John’s 

Gospel?

2. Who is the beloved disciple?

3. Why was the material after John 14:31 when 
Jesus says “Get up, let us go” likely added to 
the original?

4. Name some differences between the Gospel 
of John and the Synoptic Gospels.

5. How does John’s Gospel help date the dura-
tion of Jesus’ public ministry?

6. Who might Nicodemus represent?

7. What is the Christological focus of John’s 
Gospel?

8. What is the meaning of “Word” in the pro-
logue of John’s Gospel?

9. How can Jesus say, “before Abraham was, I 
AM”?

10. What is the dogma of the Holy Trinity?

Reflect
Explain how you understand God in Three Per-
sons.

Acts of the Apostles
The style, language, and organization of the Acts of the 
Apostles and the Gospel of Luke are very similar. While 
Acts is not one of the Gospels, there is a strong proof that 
the author of Luke’s Gospel also authored Acts. Both 
works are addressed to the same person—Theophilus. 

There is also a nice symmetry between Luke and 
Acts:

A primary focus of Acts is to provide a chronology 
of events in the early Church. Two Apostles are pri-
marily featured. Peter, the foundation of the Church as 
commissioned by Jesus, and his missionary activities 

Gospel of luke Acts of the 
Apostles

Preface to Theophilus 
(1:1–4)

Preface to Theophilus 
(1:1–2)

Birth and Baptism of 
Jesus—special role of 
the Holy Spirit and Mary 
(2:1–12; 3:21–22)

Birth and Baptism of 
the Church—special 
role of the Holy Spirit 
and Mary (1:14; 2:1–4)

Sermons of Jesus (4:18–
27; 6:20–49; 8:5–18; 
etc.)

Sermons of Peter and 
Paul (2:14–36; 3:12–26; 
13:16–41)

Jesus’ healings (4:33–41; 
7:1–17; 8:26–56; etc.)

Peter and Paul’s heal-
ings (3:1–9; 5:12–16; 
14:8–10)

Jesus’ mission to the 
Jews, openness to Gen-
tiles (4:18–30; 24:47)

Church’s mission to the 
Jews and full openness 
to Gentiles (1–9; 10–28)

Rejection and Passion of 
Jesus (22–23)

Paul’s rejection and 
Passion (22–28)
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are featured in eleven of the first fif-
teen chapters of Acts. The emphasis 
then switches to St. Paul, a convert to 
the faith, and a missionary to the Gen-
tiles. Peter, too, was an excellent mis-
sionary and his vision in Acts 10:1–49 
helped to inspire the Church’s outreach 
to Gentiles.

Forming a Church
The Gospel of Luke chronicles that 
Jesus began his public ministry after 
his baptism with forty days in the des-
ert (Lk 3:21; 4:1–13). Jesus then went 
to his hometown synagogue where he 
previewed the meaning and content of 
his mission by quoting the prophet Isa-
iah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me to bring 
glad tidings to the poor” (Lk 4:18). In 
a parallel way in Acts, Luke opened the 
story of the Church by detailing forty 
days of appearances to the Apostles, 
preparing them for their baptism in the 
Holy Spirit (Acts 1:3–8), and outlining 
their futures: 

But you will receive power 
when the holy Spirit comes 
upon you, and you will be 
my witnesses in Jerusalem, 
throughout Judea and Samaria, 
and to the ends of the earth. 
(Acts 1:8) 

Acts then describes the first Church 
in Jerusalem, consisting of eleven 
Apostles (prior to the selection of Mat-
thias as a replacement for Judas): “All 
these devoted themselves with one 

accord to prayer, to-
gether with some 
women, and Mary the 
Mother of Jesus, and 
his brothers” (Acts 
1:14). Note here the 
importance of prayer, 
the presence of wom-
en disciples, and the 
central role of Mary 
as a faithful wit-
ness to her Son and 
a source of strength 
to the Apostles and 
other disciples. This 
verse also links Acts 
with Luke’s Gospel 
because the Apostles 
could give witness to 
Jesus’ public ministry 
and to the Risen Lord; 
the women could at-
test to his burial and the empty tomb; 
and Mary, his Mother, could witness to 
Jesus’ birth and the hidden years of his 
youth. 

The Bible began in the Book of 
Genesis with the Spirit of God hovering 
over the waters of creation. In Luke’s 
Gospel, the Holy Spirit was present at 
the time of the announcement to Mary 
of Jesus’ birth. Likewise, in Acts, the 
Holy Spirit hovers over the beginnings 
of the Church. The Jewish feast of Pen-
tecost (2 Mc 12:32), more frequently 
called the Feast of Weeks (Ex 34:22), 
was a harvest festival that Acts notes 
was the last time the Church was small 
enough to gather in a single room. On 

Pentecost
The day when the Holy 
Spirit descended on the 
Apostles and gave them the 
power to preach with con-
viction the message that 
Jesus is risen and is Lord of 
the universe.
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that day, the Holy Spirit descended on the entire house 
as a “strong driving wind” and as “tongues of fire,” 
empowering the Church to speak with such power 
and clarity that Jews from all over the world, gath-
ered in Jerusalem for the Feast, understood them in 
their own tongues. Acts 2:14–36 records the first of 
six discourses that deal with the Resurrection of Je-
sus and the meaning of his role as Messiah. Five of 
these sermons were given by Peter, the other by Paul. 
In his first sermon, Peter connected the outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit to the fulfillment of the prophet Joel’s 
vision of the end times (Jl 2:28–32). As a result, three 
thousand witnesses were baptized that day.

For just a brief time after Pentecost there seemed 
to be an idyllic way of life for the early Church. As 
Luke summarized it:

They devoted themselves to the teaching of 
the apostles and to the communal life, to the 
breaking of the bread and to the prayers. Awe 
came upon everyone, and many wonders and 
signs were done through the apostles. All who 
believed were together and had all things in 
common; they would sell their property and 
possessions and divide them among all ac-
cording to each one’s need. Every day they 
devoted themselves to meeting together in 
the temple area and to breaking bread in their 
homes. They ate their meals with exultation 
and sincerity of heart, praising God and en-
joying favor with all the people. And every 
day the Lord added to their number those who 
were being saved. (Acts 2:42–47)

Acts chronicles themes and events in the early 
Church, many of which paralleled those in the life 
and ministry of Jesus. For example, as Jesus did, the 
Church
• healed of the lame and resuscitated the dead 

(Acts 3:1–11; 9:32–43),

• preached the Good News (Acts 3:12–26),
• opposed the religious leadership of the Temple 

(Acts 4:1–31), and
• accepted the guidance of the Holy Spirit to lead 

its ministry and prayer (Acts 4:8, 31).

Remarkably, Peter, who had been such a coward 
in the courtyard of the high priests (Lk 22:54–62), 
became courageous in the face of the same lead-
ers, witnessing about Jesus to them repeatedly (Acts 
4:7–20; 5:12–42). The numbers of faithful increased, 
quickly to the same five thousand that once followed 
Jesus at the multiplication of the loaves (Luke 9:14; 
Acts 4:4).

There were signs that the Church, then as now, 
was not a perfect community. Brief stories illuminate 
how some members, Ananias and Sapphira, lied to the 
rest of the community (Acts 5:1–11), and how even 
the religious leaders favored people who spoke their 
own language—Hebrew (meaning Aramaic)—against 
Hellenists who spoke Greek as their first language 
(Acts 6:1–7). Through the guidance of the Holy Spir-
it and the leadership of the Apostles and their chosen 
successors, the Church overcame the challenges and 
continued to grow.

The Church’s new outreach was to Gentiles.

Reflect
How does the Church today overcome the imper-
fections of her members?

outreach beyond Jerusalem
Luke’s Gospel was like a coil winding tighter and 
tighter, from the moment when Jesus “resolutely de-
termined to journey to Jerusalem” (Lk 9:51). The clos-
er Jesus moved toward Jerusalem, the tighter the coil 
was wound, building to the events of his Passion and 
Death in Jerusalem.

The Acts of the Apostle takes that same coil, and 
unwinds explosively outwards “to all the nations, 
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beginning from Jerusalem” (Lk 24:47). 
As this coil unwinds, the Church reach-
es out first to the “devout Jews from 
every nation,” who had come to Jeru-
salem for the feast of Pentecost. They 
may have spoken many languages 
and come from the far corners of the 
earth, but they heard the Good News, 
and were astounded at the preaching of 
Peter and the Apostles. Three thousand 
joined them at that time (Acts 2:1–41).

The early Church had only a brief 
time to organize itself until its first great 
crisis in Jerusalem, the martyrdom of 
Stephen (Acts 6:9 –8:4). In the unwind-
ing of the coil, missionaries spread 
throughout the Eastern Mediterranean, 
most going exclusively to preach to 
Jews in the Diaspora (Acts 11:19). Phil-
ip, more likely one of the seven Greek-
speaking disciples chosen to assist the 
Church (Acts 6:5) rather than Philip the 
Apostle, extends the Church’s outreach 
by witnessing to the people of Samaria 
(Acts 8:4–8). The Samaritans descend-
ed from foreigners who intermarried 
with the old northern Israelite tribes at 
the time of Assyria’s conquest of the 
northern kingdom. Jews and Samari-
tans alike recognized Abraham as their 
common father. However, Jews viewed 
the Samaritans as foreigners, perhaps 
just a notch above the Gentiles.

The coil was then further unwound 
away from Judaism when the Gos-
pel was shared with those described 
as “God fearers” (Acts 10:2; 13:16; 
13:26) and “God worshipers” (Acts 
13:43, 50; 16:14; 17:4, 17). These were 

terms used by Luke and Josephus (Ant 
14.110) to describe Gentiles who had 
found Judaism attractive, admiring it 
for its monotheism, moral life, sense of 
historicity, and the fidelity of God for 
his people. Some affluent God fearers 
were even financially supportive but 
didn’t take the final step of converting 
to Judaism. Motives for not taking the 
ultimate step might have been the di-
etary restrictions or the need for men to 
be circumcised. 

Philip shared the Gospel with an 
Ethiopian eunuch and baptized the man 
on the road out of Jerusalem to Gaza 
(Acts 8:26–39). Next, Peter preached 
the Good News to Cornelius, a leader of 
a hundred men in a Roman army unit, 
and his family. Acts describes Corne-
lius as “devout and God-fearing along 
with his whole household, who used to 
give alms generously to the Jewish peo-
ple and pray to God constantly” (Acts 
10:2). Because Peter was moved both by 
a repeated vision in his dreams and by 
the gift of the Holy Spirit upon Corne-
lius’ household (Acts 10:1–49), he was 
moved to baptize the entire family with-
out requiring that the men be circum-
cised. These were the first Christians 
who were baptized without having come 
through Judaism (Acts 10:1–49). 

The process of welcoming Gentiles 
as Gentiles, and not Jewish converts, 
wasn’t a smooth process. A more con-
servative faction of Jewish Christians 
confronted Peter for his actions upon 
his return to Jerusalem. His explanation 
seemed to satisfy for the moment (Acts 

martyrdom
From a word that means 
“witness.” It describes 
those who bear witness 
to the truth of faith, even 
unto death. St. Stephen 
is recognized as the first 
Christian martyr.
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11:1–18), but when missionaries to Antioch began to 
welcome Greeks who weren’t even God fearers, Barn-
abas was sent to investigate. Being a good and per-
ceptive person, Barnabas was able to recognize the 
grace of God and permit work there to continue (Acts 
11:19–24).

Others Jewish Christians from Judea disagreed 
strongly and actively preached that only those who 
practiced the Mosaic Law, including circumcision, 
could be saved. This caused considerable debate and 
a desire to consult with the leadership in Jerusalem. 
Christian converts from the Pharisees also made a 
case for continuing to practice the Jewish Law. Pe-
ter, though, argued persuasively that the Holy Spirit 
had decided the issue by coming upon uncircumcised 
Gentiles. Between his testimony and that of Barnabas 
and Paul the assembled leaders in Jerusalem at the Je-
rusalem Council decided to admit Gentiles, requiring 
no more than God had of Noah, the father of all hu-
mans after the flood (Acts 15:1–29). 

With the mission to the Gentiles confirmed, Chris-
tianity was set to complete the work set for it by Jesus 
before he ascended to proclaim “repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins” to every people (Lk 24:46–48). 
Christ’s transcendent Ascension, a bridge connecting 
the end of Luke and the beginning of Acts, indicates 
his entrance into Heaven, where he sits at the right 
hand of Father, and from where he will come again. 
The remainder of the Acts of the Apostles details the 
Church’s outreach throughout Asia Minor, Greece, 
and the islands of the Eastern Mediterranean and, in 
time, even as far as Rome.

Reflect
How are you able to recognize the grace of God 
in your life?

Missionary Trips of Paul and 
Barnabas
Two important missionaries appeared on the scene as 
the early Church began to spread beyond Jerusalem and 
Judea. The most well known was Saul, also called Paul, 
who first showed up as an ardent defender of Judaism 
against Christianity at the stoning of Stephen, a horrific 
murder of which Saul approved (Acts 7:58–8:3).

Saul received his comeuppance while on the road 
to Damascus in a story so key that it was told three 
times in Acts (9:1–11; 22:3–16; 26:2–18) with curi-
ously different details each time. (Perhaps Luke had 
received three slightly differing versions, and not 
knowing which one was most accurate, included all 
three.) In each of the accounts, Saul saw a bright light, 
fell to the ground, and heard a voice asking him, “Saul, 
Saul, why are you persecuting me?” Saul also lost his 
eyesight in the incident. When he was healed and in-
structed by a Christian, Ananias of Damascus, Saul 
became just as ardent of proponent of Christianity as 
he had been an opponent prior. His preaching became 
so effective in Damascus that he had to flee for his life 
from his heretofore compatriots (Acts 9:10–26). 

It was at this point that Barnabas, a remarkable and 
somewhat unsung hero of the New Testament, reap-
peared. He had quietly entered the narrative earlier, a 
Jewish convert from the island of Cyprus. A landowner, 
he must have been affluent, selling property to sustain 
the early Church. He was so supportive that the Apostles 
changed his name from Joseph to Barnabas, meaning a 
“child of encouragement” (Acts 4:36–37). When Saul, 
having been such a terror to the Christians of Jerusalem 
before his conversion, returned there, it was hard for 
the Christians to trust him. Barnabas, being a truly good 
and courageous man, took a risk, placing Saul under his 
wing (Acts 9:26–28). Besides offering encouragement 
to new Christians (Acts 11:20–23), Barnabas took Saul 
from his home in Tarsus back to Antioch, where they 
preached (Acts 11:25–26). The evidence suggests that 
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Barnabas was the key influence in St. Paul’s growth as 
a Christian (also Galatians 2:1–10).

At the direction of the Holy Spirit, Barnabas and 
Paul were set aside for missionary work by the church 
of Antioch (Acts 13:1–3). On their first missionary 
journey, they went to Barnabas’s home, in Cyprus, an 
island south of Turkey and west of Syria. From there 
they went on to Salamis, Paphos, Perga, Pisidia, Ico-
nium, Lystra, Derbe, Pamphylia, Attalia, and back to 
Antioch (Acts 13:2–14:26). During those journeys, in 
Lystra, Barnabas was mistaken for Zeus, the chief of 
the Greek gods, while Paul was mistaken for Hermes, 
herald of their gods (Acts 14:12). 

Paul, whose name switched from “Saul” to “Paul” 
without any notice or explanations (see “Why Does 
Paul Have Two Names?,” page 249), began to take 
a more active role, preaching long homilies (Acts 
13:16–41). He was very effective in bringing many 
Gentiles to the faith but experienced rejection from 
many Jews (Acts 13:45–52), a pattern that would hap-
pen over and over again in Paul’s ministry.

Reflect
Who is someone who has influenced your life as a 
Christian?

To the Ends of the Earth
The final section of the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 
15:36–28:31) recounts St. Paul’s many efforts to pro-
claim the Good News to the furthest corners of the 
earth. Freed by the decision of the Church in Jerusa-
lem to admit Gentiles without the practice of the Jew-
ish Law, Paul traveled north through Syria and his 
native province of Cilicia. Tarsus, his hometown, was 
the capital of Cilicia. Traveling on from there, back 
to Derbe and Lystra, Paul met Timothy, who would 
become his companion and a co-author of some of 
his letters (Acts 15:40–16:4). Moved by a vision dur-
ing his travels, Paul traveled to Macedonia (northern 
modern Greece). This was the first time Christianity 
was brought to the continent of Europe, which would 
be the primary home of the faith for the next two thou-
sand years. 

Acts’s description of the journey to Macedonia is 
significant in another way too. It is the first of three 
passages (Acts 16:10–17; 20:7–12; 21:15–18) where 
the narration shifted from third person narration (she, 
he, it, they, her, him, them) to first person, with the use 
of the plural eyewitnesses perspective, “we” and “us.” 
For example:

When he had seen the vision, we sought pas-
sage to Macedonia at once, concluding that 
God had called us to proclaim the good news 
to them. We set sail from Troas, making a 
straight run for Samothrace, and on the next 
day to Neapolis, and from there to Philippi, a 
leading city in that district of Macedonia and 
a Roman colony. We spent some time in that 
city. (Acts 16:10–12)

It’s difficult to know how to interpret the change in 
tense from third person to first person. It may suggest 
that the author was an eyewitness to the events recount-
ed in Paul’s life. However, if Luke had been a compan-
ion of Paul’s, it is strange that he doesn’t seem to know 
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of Paul’s Epistles or some of Paul’s 
main concerns for justification by grace 
and freedom from the Law. In fact, the 
lengthy sermons given by Paul in Acts 
reflect more the theology of Luke’s Gos-
pel than Paul’s Epistles. 

Paul’s time in Philippi led to some 
converts, notably Lydia of Thyatira and 
a jailer whom Paul met after he was beat-
en and imprisoned for having disturbed 
the superstitions of the Greeks by heal-
ing a possessed girl. The political leaders 
released Paul after having been notified 
that they had beaten a Roman citizen 
(Acts 16:11–40). This detail of his life—
that Paul was a citizen of Rome—is never 
mentioned in any of his letters. But it sur-
faces again (Acts 22:22–29) and will be 
the reason he is eventually sent to Rome.

Paul’s journeys from Philippi wound 
eventually to Corinth, where he re-
mained for some time (Acts 18:1–18). 
Again having trouble with Jews in the 
synagogue, Paul grew despondent with 
his usual practice of going first to preach 
in them when he entered new cities (Acts 
9:20; 13:5, 14:1; 17:1–2; 18:4). He ac-
tually continued with the practice, even 
with some success (Acts 18:19; 18:26; 
19:6), but this frustration signals one of 
the realities of the early Church: it was 
much more successful with Gentiles than 
it was with Jews.

In Ephesus, Paul encountered poor-
ly instructed converts. For example, a 
certain gifted speaker by the name of 
Apollos came to Ephesus and preached 
with authority, though he had incom-
plete knowledge of Baptism. Paul’s 
hosts, Priscilla and Aquila, were able to 

further instruct Apollos, enabling him to 
more effectively continue his ministry 
(Acts 18:24–28). Paul, too, encountered 
poorly instructed Christians in Ephesus 
who knew nothing of the Holy Spirit or 
Christian Baptism (Acts 19:1–6). Paul’s 
preaching in Ephesus was so effective 
that the silversmiths who made the little 
shrines to the goddess Artemis began 
to lose business, leading to an almost 
comical riot in the city (Acts 19:22–40). 
Feeling an impending sense of trou-
ble ahead, Paul made an impassioned 
farewell to the presbyters of Ephesus, 
where he had spent so much time.

With a shared sense of impending 
doom, Paul’s companions begged him, 
to no avail, not to go to Jerusalem. Once 
in Jerusalem, to appease suspicions, 
Paul completed the typical purification 
rites of the Jews. Some of them, angry 
at what they had heard of his preaching, 
and suspecting him of bringing Gentiles 
into the Temple, beat him severely (Acts 
21). Being a dedicated teacher, though, 
he couldn’t pass up an opportunity to 
preach to his persecutors, while under 
the protection of the leader of the Ro-
man cohort who had come to his assis-
tance. When more violence ensued, the 
Roman officer was at the point himself 
of ordering Paul beaten, until Paul con-
fessed, for the second time, that he was 
born a Roman citizen, once more sav-
ing himself (Acts 22:25–29). Given yet 
another chance to speak to his accusers, 
he so angered them that the commander 
had to rescue him yet again.

Fearing a plot on Paul’s life, the 
commander smuggled him out of 

presbyters
A term that means “priest.” 
A presbyter is a mediator 
between God and humans. 
Jesus is the High Priest 
par excellence. As God-
made-man, he bridges both 
Heaven and earth, bringing 
God to humanity and hu-
manity to God.
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Jerusalem and on to Antonius Felix, the 
Roman procurator of Judea, who placed 
Paul on trial (Acts 24:1–23). Felix held 
Paul in custody for two years, hop-
ing for a bribe, but giving Paul some 
latitude, including support from his 
friends. His successor Festus, however, 
threw Paul in prison (Acts 24:27). Hav-
ing made the decision to shuffle Paul 
off to Rome, which Paul declared as his 
right, Festus did his best to pass on re-
sponsibility to the last Herodian king, 
Agrippa II (Acts 25). To the end, Paul 
the preacher was true to himself. While 
defending himself in court, his testimo-
ny was a witness to the Good News of 
Jesus Christ. Though he impressed the 
king with his preaching and sincerity, 
the king did not feel free to release Paul 
until his appeal to the Roman emperor 
had been heard (Acts 26:1–30).

Paul and his companions were sent 
off to Rome. The journey by sea was 
stormy and perilous. Ironically, Paul, 
still a prisoner, held the crew and his 
companions together until the ship end-
ed up foundering on the island of Mal-
ta. Everyone survived as Paul promised 
(Acts 27:6–44). While there, not unlike 
Jesus on the way to his own Death in 
Luke’s Gospel, Paul healed many and 
continued to preach the Good News. 
Three months later they continued on 
to Rome. In Rome, Paul immediately 
got into contact with the local Jewish 
community, where he continued his 
missionary work in chains, waiting for 
his appeal to Caesar to be heard. 

The Acts of the Apostles ends with 
the ambiguous news that Paul remained 

in his habitation for two years, pro-
claiming the reign of God and teaching 
about Jesus Christ (Acts 28). Tradition 
holds that Paul was martyred in Rome.

The Acts of the Apostles is a tes-
tament to the dedication of the early 
Church, and Paul in particular, to the 
spread of the Good News to the Gen-
tiles, Luke’s audience. In one homily af-
ter another, Acts teaches that the saving 
activity of God, so obvious in the Old 
Testament, is now available to Gentiles 
through the merits of Jesus Christ.

 Review
1. What are some proofs that Luke 

and Acts share the same author?

2. What are some themes and 
events in the early Church that 
are similar to those in the life 
and ministry of Jesus?

3. Who were the “God fearers” 
and “God worshippers” in Acts?

4. What was the decision of the 
early Church regarding the ad-
mission of Gentiles?

5. How did Barnabas help Paul get 
started in his ministry?

6. Why might the narration in Acts 
have changed from third person 
to first person speech?

7. How did Paul call on his Roman 
citizenship?

8. What did Paul do while he was 
imprisoned?

homily
A talk that helps the con-
gregation understand more 
about the Word of God. At 
Mass, a homily is given by a 
bishop, priest, or deacon.
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strategies for Reading, 
studying, and Praying the 
Gospels
The Gospels (and Acts) are not history texts or biog-
raphies. The different Gospels often present the very 
same event in slightly and, sometimes, dramatically 
different ways. These alternations should not be sur-
prising nor cause dismay. The Gospel writers were 
most interested in telling the truth about Jesus. While 
they also wanted us to know the key facts about his 
life, this wasn’t always their primary focus. 

It is an advantage for Catholics today that the Gos-
pels each portrayed Jesus from different perspectives. 
All detectives will tell you that they prefer to have 
many witnesses at crime scenes, not just one or two! 
The Gospels provide four such witnesses. While there 
is considerable overlap of the narratives, the differ-
ences are enough to provide distinct perspectives on 
the complex person of Jesus, the Word made flesh. To 
get the maximum impact from each Gospel, it makes 
sense to read, study, and pray using just one Gospel at 
a time in order to learn what is distinctive about it and 
consider what it has to say to us in our own lives.

Reading and studying are great places to start, but 
they can’t be the end in themselves. The Gospels are 
not just the story of any man. They are the inspired 
testimony of the early Church about God made flesh. 
Jesus taught crowds and drew people into discipleship 
in Galilee and Judea during his life because they mat-
tered to him. We also matter to him at least as much 
as did the people he lived with and taught. He would 
speak to us as well. It is important that as soon 
as we have sufficient knowledge to under-
stand the worlds of the text that we move be-
yond reading and studying, to praying the text. 
Through the Sacred Tradition, the Holy Spirit teaches 
us to pray. Believing, as we do, that the Holy Spirit is 

speaking to us in all of Scripture, but most intimately 
and profoundly in the Gospels that narrate Jesus’ life, 
we need to spend time listening to God’s Word. 

There is an ancient Catholic practice associated 
with lectio divina (see “Praying with the Bible,” page 
312) of experiencing the Gospels by entering into the 
text and trying to picture ourselves in the narrative and 
to imagine our own response to what happens. It’s a 
slower kind of reading, meaning that there is no need 
to cover many pages to feel rewarded. In fact, if you do 
this correctly you might only read a few verses, or even 
just a few words, as they lead you into a prayerful con-
versation with Jesus. It’s almost more important to lis-
ten than to speak at those moments when you are close 
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to the Lord. The more time you spend 
on this kind of prayerful reading the bet-
ter you become at it and, as those who 
do this frequently will testify, the more 
rewarding you will find it. 

 Review
 Why is it an advantage for us to 

have four different perspectives 
(Gospels) on Jesus Christ?

lectio divina
Literally, “divine reading.” 
This is a prayerful way to 
read the Bible or other sa-
cred writings.

Research and Report
Choose and complete at least one of the following assignments:

• Listed below are several Old Testament prophecies cited in the Gospel of 
Matthew that show how Jesus is the Promised One. Read the passages. Write 
a sentence for each explaining how Jesus fulfills the prophecy.

Mt 1:22–23 Mt 8:17

Mt 2:5–6 Mt 12:16–21

Mt 2:15 Mt 13:35

Mt 2:18 Mt 21:4–5

Mt 2:23 Mt 21:42

Mt 4:14–16 Mt 27:9

• Read the following passages about John, the “beloved disciple”: Jn 13:23; Jn 
19:26; Jn 20:2–10; Jn 21:7, 20–23. Answer the following questions:

1. How did Jesus especially favor this disciple?
2. Describe John in relation to Peter. What does his stepping aside to allow 

Peter to enter the tomb first signify?

• Read Paul’s farewell discourse to the elders from Ephesus in Acts 20:17–38. 
Then answer the following questions:

1. How does Paul know that persecution is in store for him?
2. Who are the savage wolves that might try to devour the new Christians 

when Paul is gone?
3. Paul said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” Share some ex-

amples of when you have found this to be true.
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sCRiPTURe PRAyeR (from Mark 1:15)

“This is the time of fulfillment. The kingdom 
of God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the 
gospel.”

Dear Jesus, help us to accept your holy 
Word. Open our hearts and minds to the 
Gospel.
Amen.

Licensed to Holy Family High School College Preparatory for the 2014–15 school year.



Licensed to Holy Family High School College Preparatory for the 2014–15 school year.



2b

The New  
TesTAmeNT  
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letters Attributed to st. Paul
Fourteen of the twenty-one letters in the New Testament are connect-
ed with St. Paul, though the exact means of authorship varies among 
this group.

st. Paul: The source of the New Testament 
letters
There are two primary sources for knowing the life of St. Paul: the Acts 
of the Apostles and his letters.

The Thirteen New Testament letters
Thirteen letters list St. Paul as their author. These letters are grouped in 
different ways; for example, as Pastoral Letters and Captivity Letters.

The letter to the hebrews
The Letter to the Hebrews is an anonymous work, written as a homily 
that brilliantly develops the theme of Christ as High Priest, the model 
of our faith.
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letters Attributed 
to st. Paul
In the New Testament canon, there 
are twenty-one documents that take 
the form of letters or epistles. Most of 
these are standard letters with greet-
ings and salutations, though some are 
more in the form of treatises. Fourteen 
of the twenty-one letters have been tra-
ditionally attributed to St. Paul. One of 
these, the Letter to the Hebrews, does 
not claim to be the work of St. Paul, 

but was attached to the Pau-
line letters at the time it was 
accepted into the New Testa-
ment canon.

The other seven letters 
that follow the Pauline let-
ters are collectively called 
the “Catholic Epistles.” 
These will be discussed in 
the next chapter.

Even among the thirteen 
letters that in their first verse 

claim that Paul was their au-
thor, there is debate about Paul’s 
role in the authorship of six of 

those letters.
Recall, first, that the practice 

of using scribes in dictating letters 
was common in the first century. It 

is quite certain that Paul made use of 
scribes, adding short asides in his own 
handwriting as he felt it necessary to 

emphasize some key point (Phlm 
19:1 and 1 Cor 16:21), and allow-

ing at least one scribe, Tertius, to 

add a personal note of his own (Rom 
16:22).

Why would St. Paul have paid 
someone to write for him when he was 
clearly literate himself? In the conclu-
sion to the Letter to the Galatians, Paul 
wrote: “See with what large letters I am 
writing to you in my own hand! (Gal 
6:11). This curious admission suggests 
the possibility that Paul’s vision may 
have been so poor that he may have 
been dependent on others to write for 
him.

Equally plausible is that the ex-
pense of papyrus and ink made the 
actual process of writing a rare event, 
even for people as literate as Paul. It 
is estimated that a sheet of papyrus in 
the ancient world cost the equivalent 
of $20 per page in modern US cur-
rency. Because papyrus was expen-
sive, scribes used to learn their trade by 
practicing their writing on broken pot-
tery. In fact, they would take dictation 
by pressing a stylus into wax-coated 
boards that had been set in the sun to 
soften the wax. Educated scribes could 
read back the dictation, making appro-
priate suggestions as to how to improve 
the text while getting the author’s ap-
proval before ever setting any ink onto 
papyrus. With human error so frequent 
and writing materials so expensive, it 
only made sense to have a professional 
handle the formalities of “manufactur-
ing” the letters, especially since Paul’s 
letters were for the most part very long.

epistles
The term epistle originates 
from a Greek word that 
means “to send a message.” 
In the New Testament, 
epistles are the name for 
twenty-one formal letters.

stylus
A sharp, pointed instru-
ment that is used for mark-
ing, engraving, or writing.
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Literary Form of Paul’s 
Letters
Paul’s letters followed a literary form common among 
Greco-Roman letters of his time. Unlike modern let-
ters in which senders identify themselves at the con-
clusion, Greco-Roman letters began with the name of 
the sender. Any co-senders and their titles were also 
included at this point. Letters finished as formally as 
they began. Most formal Greco-Roman letters includ-
ed a closing personal greeting and wishes for good 
health, or a prayer for divine favor. Following this 
style, Paul’s letters included four main sections:

1. Opening Address. Since the letters were not 
placed in envelopes, the opening salutation 
gives the name of the sender, the receiver, and a 
short greeting.

2. Thanksgiving. A short thanksgiving sets the tone 
of the letter and hints at the letter’s contents. 
Paul’s thanksgivings are usually very prayerful 
and inspiring.

3. Body of the letter. The bulk of the letter has two 
parts to it: doctrinal teaching and encourage-
ment. Paul elaborates key Christian truths or 
clarifies misunderstandings his readers are hav-
ing over points of Church doctrine and applies 
the doctrinal teaching to Christian living. Today, 
we look on these sections of Paul’s letters for 
guidance in Christian morality.

4. Final salutations. Paul concludes his letters by 
giving personal news or specific advice to in-
dividuals. His final greeting is usually a short 
blessing like this: “the grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ be with you” (1 Thes 5:28).

Reflect
Name one passage of a letter of St. Paul that you 
are familiar with and that resonates with you.

Classifying Paul’s Letters
Paul’s letters are not arranged alphabetically in the 
New Testament canon, but in a rough approximation 
of longest to shortest, beginning with Romans and 
ending with Philemon. 

In seven of the letters—Romans, 1 and 2 Corin-
thians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and 
Philemon—there is a consistency of style, vocabulary, 
and theological emphasis. For example, these seven 
letters emphasize a very clear concern about the end of 
the world, believing that Jesus was returning quickly 
and unexpectedly:

For you yourselves know very well that the 
day of the Lord will come like a thief at night. 
When people are saying, “Peace and security,” 
then sudden disaster comes upon them, like la-
bor pains upon a pregnant woman, and they 
will not escape. But you, brothers, are not in 
darkness, for that day to overtake you like a 
thief. (1 Thes 5:2–4)

The theme of Jesus’ impending return and the end of 
the world shaped a number of other common themes 
in these seven letters, including how much effort Paul 
put into his missionary work in order to bring the mes-
sage of Salvation to as many people as possible be-
fore the end. It was also a springboard to communicate 
the necessity of casting off sin (Rom 13:11–12) and it 
even profoundly affected the advice given to married 
couples (1 Cor 7:29–31).

In the other six letters attributed to St. Paul, the 
theme of the end of the world is lessened or even ig-
nored. For example, in 2 Thessalonians 2:1–6, the au-
thor is preoccupied with convincing his audience that 
the coming of the Lord is not imminent and in fact 
they could expect some clear sign of his approach.

Also, in three of these other letters—2 Thessalo-
nians, Colossians, and Ephesians—there are shifts in 
the use and meaning of some of the chosen vocabulary. 
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For example, Paul frequently used the 
Greek word ekklesía (translated as 
“church” or “assembly”) to describe a 
church in a particular place, for exam-
ple, the “church in Corinth” (1 Cor 2) 
or “the churches in Galatia” (Gal 1:2). 
However, in Ephesians and Colossians, 
ekklesía is used most frequently to refer 
to the “universal Church” as a whole, 
and not simply to a local assembly 
(Eph 1:22–23 and Col 1:18).

Because of the differences in style 
and speech of this kind, it may be that 
2 Thessalonians, Colossians, and Ephe-
sians were penned by close disciples 
of Paul or by his admirers who wrote 
them as they thought Paul would have 
himself, giving him credit because, as 
they saw it, the teachings were funda-
mentally his. For example, the Letter 
to the Ephesians may have been the 
work of a secretary of Paul’s, writing 
at his instruction, or of a later disciple 
who sought to develop Paul’s ideas for 
a new time and situation. A name for 
this form of writing is pseudonymous.

Three other letters—1 and 2 Timo-
thy and Titus—may also be pseudony-
mous works. They seem to have been 
late additions to Paul’s corpus, address-
ing new issues that had arisen later 
in the first century. In particular, the 
more time had passed since the Death 
and Resurrection of Jesus, the more 
difficult it was to connect with Paul’s 
teaching that Jesus was going to return 
quickly. It is possible that the same au-
thor, a later follower of Paul, applied 
what was known of Paul’s teachings to 

new questions that had arisen and au-
thored each of these letters in Paul’s 
name. The First and Second Letters to 
Timothy and the Letter to Titus are also 
classified as “Pastoral Letters” because 
so much of their content is about lead-
ership, ministry, and family life.

You may wonder how it is pos-
sible to attribute the writing of text to 
an author though the author did not 
manually do the writing. In the ancient 
world, an author was commonly ac-
cepted as the person whose ideas were 
being used, whether or not the person 
crafted the exact wording or not. Cer-
tainly the practice continues today and 
often goes by the name “ghostwriting.” 
To be clear, the issue is not whether or 
not any of the letters attributed to St. 
Paul are the inspired Word of God. 
While there are interesting questions to 
ponder about their exact human author-
ship, their divine authorship elicits no 
questions or doubts. As with the other 
books of the biblical canon, the letters 
attributed to St. Paul are authentically 
and historically God’s Word, sources of 
Divine Revelation.

 Review
1. How many letters have been at-

tributed to St. Paul?

2. Why might have Paul used 
scribes in composing his letters?

3. What are the four main sections 
of Paul’s letters?

4. How are Paul’s letters arranged 
in the New Testament cannon?

pseudonymous
A work written under a 
name that is not the name 
of the person doing the ac-
tual writing. It was a com-
mon and accepted practice 
for disciples and admirers 
of great teachers to write 
works under their names to 
extend their legacies.
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5. What did Paul teach about the end of the 
world?

6. How does the topic of the “end of the world” 
help to clarify authorship of Paul’s letters?

7. Why are 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus called 
“Pastoral Letters”?

Reflect
What are some advantages and disadvantages to 
ghostwriting as it occurs today?

st. Paul: The source 
of the New Testament 
letters
Apart from Jesus, there is no person from the New 
Testament as well known and influential as St. Paul 
of Tarsus. There are two primary sources for know-
ing the life of St. Paul: his own letters and the Acts 
of the Apostles. In his letters, Paul set aside only a 
small portion of material as autobiographical. Howev-
er, Luke, the author of Acts, dedicated many chapters 
to recounting Paul’s exploits, beginning with his con-

version experience in Acts 9:1–19 and continuing 
with details of his missionary journeys beginning 
at Acts 12:25 and extending to the end of Acts. 
There are many details of the life of Paul that 
correspond between his letters and the material 
in Acts. There are also several details that con-
trast between the two sources. In general, recall 
that the theology described in Acts is more rep-
resentative of Luke, its author, than it is of Paul. 
Pauline theology is more clearly delineated in his 
letters than in Acts. However, Acts does provide 
more of the historical details of Paul’s life.

Paul’s Biography
Paul was born a Jew. Although there is no written 
account of the date of his birth, he was probably 
younger than Jesus and hence born between AD 
5 and 15. Paul’s hometown of Tarsus (Acts 9:11; 
11:25; 21:39; 22:3) was a cultured Greek city that 
was known for its prosperity, intellectual life, and 
extensive library. It exists on the south coast of 
Turkey. Though Tarsus would have been primar-
ily made up of Gentiles in what was considered 
Hellenistic (Greek) territory, it would have also 
have been home to a fair amount of faithful Jews 
who had scattered throughout the Mediterranean 
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basin to escape war and famine around Judea and to 
pursue a variety of economic opportunities.

According to Paul’s own words in the Letter to the 
Philippians, he was “circumcised on the eighth day, of 
the race of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew 
of Hebrew parentage, in observance of the law of a 
Pharisee” (Phil 3:5). Paul also admits to being a per-
secutor of the Church, though according to Jewish law 
considered himself to be “blameless” (Phil 3:6).

Paul studied at the feet of an esteemed rabbi, Gama-
liel (Acts 22:3). The fruits of this education are revealed 
by his complex use of Greek grammar and vocabulary 
and the breadth and depth of his knowledge of the He-
brew scriptures. The Roman procurator Festus noted 
the intensity of Paul’s study: “You are mad, Paul; much 
learning is driving you mad” (Acts 26:24). Certainly a 
person of great passions, Paul was zealous about every-
thing he did. If he was ardent in his persecution of the 
Church before his conversion (Phil 3:6), he was even 
more enthusiastic in building it up after his experience 
of Jesus. According to the details of his missionary 
trips, he may have walked anywhere from 6,000 miles 
to twice that amount from one place to the next in order 
to spread the Gospel. His emotions often were close to 
the surface. He was anguished and sorrowful at times 
(Rom 9:2) while other times being inclined to rejoice 
(Phil 1:18). Perhaps because he was opposed by Jews, 
Gentiles, and Christians alike, Paul often felt it neces-
sary to defend his role and authority as an Apostle (Gal 
2:6–10; 1 Cor 9:1–6), which he did based on his experi-
ence of the Risen Jesus who had commissioned him to 
the life of ministry (1 Cor 15:3–11).

Acts 18:3 reports that Paul practiced the same 
trade as a Jewish couple, Aquila and Priscilla, whom 
he met in Corinth. Their trade was as tentmakers. This 
might seem to be an oddly menial occupation for one 
so educated. Certain Stoic and Cynic philosophers of 
the day also worked to support themselves, especially 
as gardeners, while propagating their teachings. It was 

apparently Paul’s practice to support himself while 
doing his missionary work, a point made both in his 
letters (1 Thes 2:9; 1 Cor 9:14) and in Acts 18:2–3. 

Although born a Jew, Paul claimed to also have 
been a Roman citizen (Acts 22:25–28). There is no indi-
cation in the New Testament as to how he received this 
rare privilege, which served him well on a few occa-
sions (see “To the Ends of the Earth,” pages 235–237).

In the first verse of the Letter to the Romans, Paul 
describes himself as “a slave of Christ Jesus, called 
to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God” 
(Rom 1:1). It is reasonably assumed that Paul had the 
same Church authority as the other Apostles. This is 
verified in the Letter to Titus when Paul gives Titus an 
apostolic mandate to “appoint priests in every town” 
(Ti 1:5). Paul could hardly give an authority that he 
did not himself have.

Reflect
Who is a teacher for you who has approximated 
the mentoring role of Gamaliel for Paul?

Conversion and Ministry  
of Paul
Paul is first mentioned in the biblical narrative as a 
young man actively engaged in the persecution of 
Christians (Acts 7:58) with the full intent of destroy-
ing the Church (Acts 8:1–3). Paul was on his way to 
Damascus when he had an eyewitness experience of 
the Risen Jesus. The experience changed him. He be-
came a believer and a dedicated missionary advancing 
the Gospel throughout the Roman Empire. In the Let-
ter to the Galatians he offered a summary of what hap-
pened to him in the years following his conversion:

When (God) . . . was pleased to reveal his 
Son to me, so that I might proclaim him to the 
Gentiles . . . I went into Arabia and then re-
turned to Damascus. Then after three years I 
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went up to Jerusalem to confer with Kephas 
and remained with him for fifteen days. But 
I did not see any other of the apostles, only 
James the brother of the Lord. . . . Then I went 
into the regions of Syria and Cilicia. . . . Then 
after fourteen years I again went up to Jerusa-
lem with Barnabas, taking Titus along also. I 
went up in accord with a revelation, and I pre-
sented to them the gospel that I preach to the 
Gentiles—but privately to those of repute—so 
that I might not be running, or have run, in 

vain. . . . But from those who were reputed to 
be important . . . made me add nothing. On the 
contrary, when they saw that I had been en-
trusted with the gospel to the uncircumcised, 
just as Peter to the circumcised . . . and when 
they recognized the grace bestowed upon me, 
James and Kephas and John, who were reput-
ed to be pillars, gave me and Barnabas their 
right hands in partnership, that we should go 
to the Gentiles and they to the circumcised. 
(Gal 1:15–2:11)

why Does PAUl 
hAve Two NAmes?
There are two names for St. Paul mentioned in Scrip-
ture. The other name Paul is referred by is “Saul.” 
There is a common though mistaken theory held by 
some that Saul was his birth name, and that, at his 
conversion he was given a new name, “Paul,” as 
when Abram became Abraham (Gn 17:5) and Sarai 
became Sarah (Gn 17:15). Unfortunately, the Scrip-
tures provide absolutely no evidence that Paul re-
ceived a new name at his conversion.

It is true that in the Acts of the Apostles, the ac-
count begins by calling him “Saul,” and consistently 
does so until its first use of “Paul” in Acts 13:9. Paul’s 
conversion experience, though, occurred four chap-
ters earlier in Acts 9. When the shift does happen, 
it does so without the slightest explanation or any 
reference back to Acts 9. After this point, in fact, 
the only times that Acts reverts to using the old name is when the story of the conversion is retold (Acts 
22:7, 13; 26:14). The conversion and the name change, then, don’t seem to be at all related. 

More likely, Paul actually had two names: one, “Saul,” from the Hebrew word sa’ul, meaning “asked 
of God,” that he used when among Jews; the other, “Paul,” a Greco-Roman name, from paulos, a Latin 
word meaning “small” or “little,” that he used when among Greeks and Romans. In every one of his let-
ters Paul always refers to himself as “Paul,” never “Saul.” 

The practice of having two names among Jews at this time period seems to have been common. His 
Hebrew name was particularly appropriate for someone who, like Paul, was from the tribe of Benjamin 
(Rom 11:1; Phil 3:5), since that was the name of the first king of the Israelites who was also from the 
same tribe (1 Sm 9:1–2a). 
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In that ministry to the Gentiles, Paul expended 
himself for the remaining years of his life, pouring 
himself out selflessly so that others could come to 
know and serve the Lord Jesus as he did. He had both 
successes and defeats, triumphs and great suffering, in 
this work, as he explained:

Five times at the hands of the Jews I received 
forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beat-
en with rods, once I was stoned, three times I 
was shipwrecked, I passed a night and a day 
on the deep; on frequent journeys, in dangers 
from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers 
from my own race, dangers from Gentiles, 
dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, 
dangers at sea, dangers among false brothers; 
in toil and hardship, through many sleepless 
nights, through hunger and thirst, through 
frequent fastings, through cold and exposure. 
And apart from these things, there is the daily 
pressure upon me of my anxiety for all the 
churches. (2 Cor 11:24–28)

Paul revealed that he was affected by his sufferings: 
“Therefore, that I might not become too elated, a thorn 
in the flesh was given to me, an angel of Satan, to beat 
me, to keep me from being too elated. Three times I 
begged the Lord about this, that 
it might leave me” (2 Cor 12:7). 
What his problem was is never 
clarified by the text, and it is 
possible that the thorn was no 
more than some troublesome 
person. It’s also possible that 
Paul’s thorn was some physi-
cal problems. This wouldn’t 
have been unusual, consider-
ing the primitive medical care 
available at the time. He did 
make the best of this suffering, 
though, recognizing that the 

Lord was able to use his suffering for good ends: “[The 
Lord] said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for 
power is made perfect in weakness.’ I will rather boast 
most gladly of my weaknesses, in order that the power 
of Christ may dwell with me” (2 Cor 12:9).

It is amazing to discover a person so completely 
dedicated to a cause, as Paul was to the spread of the 
Good News of Jesus Christ. He was convinced he had 
found something that was so true and so valuable that 
it couldn’t be ignored or kept to himself. As a result, he 
ventured to one city and town after another, establish-
ing small communities of believers, choosing and lay-
ing hands on local leaders to carry on his work after he 
left for the next town. As new questions, troubles, dis-
sensions, or misunderstandings arose in these churches 
founded by Paul, they wrote to him or sent him mes-
sengers to ask for his continued guidance after he had 
moved on to the next missionary field. When Paul 
couldn’t return himself, he sent letters supporting, chal-
lenging, disciplining, and teaching believers in Corinth, 
Philippi, Thessalonica, the regions of Galatia, and the 
city of Rome. Paul’s letters are the earliest writings and 
make up one-quarter of the New Testament.

After recounting many missionary journeys 
throughout the Eastern Mediterranean, from one town 
and city to the next, the Acts of the Apostles ends the 

account of Paul’s life with his 
arrival in Rome. He spent two 
years there in his lodgings 
(Rom 28:30). Ancient custom 
suggests that he died there, in 
Rome, during the persecutions 
of Emperor Nero (AD 54–68).

Reflect
How would your life change 
if you had an eyewitness 
experience of Jesus?

Emperor Nero
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Theology of Paul
St. Paul is often described as one of 
the Church’s great theologians. The 
difficulty in understanding or label-
ing Paul’s theology is that his study of 
God was not laid out in a systematic 
way. He never wrote a textbook. He 
didn’t develop a categorized study of 
theology, complete with sections and 
subsections.

However, in Paul’s letters he re-
veals through his missionary work his 
central focus for explaining the mean-
ing of Salvation History, the role of Je-
sus, and an understanding of Church 
and life in the Spirit. 

Paul’s letters, taken up in more 
depth in the sections that follow, reveal 
much of his theology. Before consid-
ering the letters individually, consider 
these main points that serve as a brief 
summary of Paul’s theology:
• Salvation takes place through Je-

sus Christ, the Lord of the universe 
(Col 1:15–20).

• The heart of the Gospel is the 
Death and Resurrection of Jesus 
Christ (1 Cor 15:1–19).

• Christians will participate in the 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ. After 
the Last Judgment, the universe 
will be renewed. The Kingdom of 
God will come in fullness. The just 
will reign with Christ forever. God 
will then be “all in all” in eternal 
life (1 Cor 15:20–28).

• Salvation is a free gift from God 
that demands faith. We cannot earn 
Salvation on our own merits (Rom 
5:1–11).

• Christians are bound together in 
one Body, the Church, of which 
Jesus is the head (1 Cor 12:12–30).

• The Holy Spirit is the life of the 
Church who enables us to call God 
Abba (Gal 4:1–7).

• The brothers and sisters of Christ 
should treat others with dignity. 
We must love one another (Eph 
4:17–32).

• Following Jesus means that we 
must suffer for him gladly (Phil 
2:1–18).

 Review
1. What are the two primary sourc-

es for discovering the life of St. 
Paul?

2. What is the greater source of 
Pauline theology?

3. Describe Tarsus in the first 
century.

4. What was Paul’s occupational 
trade?

5. How is Paul’s Episcopal authority 
verified?

6. Why does Paul gladly boast of 
his weakness?

7. Why did Paul begin writing let-
ters to local churches?

8. What is a likely reason for why 
Paul had two names?

9. According to Paul’s theology, 
what is at the heart of the 
Gospel?

Reflect
What is a basic personal and profes-
sional study plan for you to discover 
more about God?

theologians
Theologians are people who 
study the nature of God 
and religious truth. Besides 
St. Paul, two other great 
Catholic theologians are St. 
Augustine of Hippo and St. 
Thomas Aquinas.
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The Thirteen New  
Testament letters
Under the classification of “New Testament Letters” 
are the fourteen letters that have traditionally been at-
tributed to St. Paul. One of these letters, the Letter to 
the Hebrews, has been attached to the group of Pau-
line letters though it does not make claims to have 
been authored by Paul.

The other thirteen letters do traditionally list Paul 
as the author though some of these—Ephesians, Co-
lossians, 2 Thessalonians, and 1 Timothy—may have 
been written by his disciples.

The New Testament Letters of Paul have been 
grouped in other ways as well. Recall that the Letters 
of 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus are known as “Pasto-
ral Letters” because they were written for individuals 
rather than communities. These letters are addressed 
to disciples of Paul whom he appointed as bishops for 
certain churches. They focus on the roles of Timothy 
and Titus as pastors and are concerned with Church 
organization and the purity of faith. Also, four of the 
letters have been grouped as “Captivity Letters” be-
cause in each of these the author writes of being in 
prison.

The thirteen letters that were either 
written by or attributed to Paul are not 
arranged in the canon in chronological 
order. Rather, they are arranged in two 
groups: letters to communities and let-
ters to individuals. Letters to communi-
ties, and probably letters to individuals 
as well, were read and reflected on by 
the entire local church. Within each of 
these groups they appear in the canon 
from the longest to the shortest.

As mentioned earlier, some of the 
New Testament Letters may haven been 

pseudonymous, that is, written by a disciples of Paul. 
A question to consider is whether or not the original 
audiences would have understood themselves that Paul 
may not have been the actual author of these texts. 
In the case of Ephesians, Colossians, and 2 Thessa-
lonians, these letters may have been intended for the 
Church at large, simply using these names as a way to 
remain consistent with the rest of the canon. It is accu-
rate to say that most readers throughout history have 
presumed that Paul was the author of the basic ideas of 
these letters whether he wrote them or not.

Of much greater importance is the belief of the 
early Church that these letters were faithful not sim-
ply to Paul, but also to the Tradition that had been 
handed down from the Apostles. This was more im-
portant than the identity or supposed identity of the 
authors. There were many other pseudonymous letters 
and gospels that did not meet up to this most important 
of standards. The early Church judged their content 
as unfaithful to the true preaching of the Apostles, so 
they were not included in the New Testament canon.

The next sections examine the background and 
main themes of the New Testament Letters, address-
ing them in the order that they appear in the canon.
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The Letter to the Romans
The Letter to the Romans is Paul’s letter of introduc-
tion to the Christians living in Rome. It was written 
in AD 57–58 from Corinth. Paul had not yet visited 
Rome, nor did he found the local church there as he 
had in other places. But he was planning on stopping 
in Rome on his way to Spain.

The arrival of Christianity in Rome can be dat-
ed by the chance meeting in Corinth between Paul 
and “a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, who 
had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla 
because Claudius had ordered all the Jews to leave 
Rome” (Acts 18:2). The expelling of Christians from 
Rome was also verified by a (non-Christian) Roman 
historian, Suetonius, who wrote, “Since the Jews con-
stantly made disturbances at the instigation of Chres-
tus (Christ), [Emperor Claudius] expelled them from 
Rome.” Since it is believed that Paul visited Corinth 
sometime around AD 50, this would have been about 
the time when Christians were sent away from Rome 
and even earlier when a Christian community would 
have formed there. This is truly remarkable that the 
Good News had reached Rome from Jerusalem, a dis-
tance of over 1,400 miles, less than twenty years after 
Jesus’ Death and Resurrection. 

The church in Rome was likely founded directly 
by missionaries who came from the church in Jerusa-
lem. This actually concerned Paul because he thought 
that these missionaries with Jewish roots were direct-
ing the Gentiles in Rome to keep the Jewish Law. 
After his conversion, Paul strongly held that legal ob-
servance of Jewish Law was no longer necessary for 
Christians. He often had difficulty in convincing other 
Jewish Christians that this was true, including Peter 
(Cephas):

And when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed 
him to his face because he clearly was wrong. 
For, until some people came from James, he 

used to eat with the Gentiles; but when they 
came, he began to draw back and separated 
himself, because he was afraid of the circum-
cised. And the rest of the Jews (also) acted 
hypocritically along with him, with the result 
that even Barnabas was carried away by their 
hypocrisy. But when I saw that they were not 
on the right road in line with the truth of the 

gospel, I said to Kephas in front of all, “If you, 
though a Jew, are living like a Gentile and not 
like a Jew, how can you compel the Gentiles 
to live like Jews?” We, who are Jews by na-
ture and not sinners from among the Gentiles, 
(yet) who know that a person is not justified 
by works of the law but through faith in Jesus 
Christ, even we have believed in Christ Jesus 
that we may be justified by faith in Christ and 
not by works of the law, because by works of 
the law no one will be justified. (Gal 2:11–16)

Paul became well aware how difficult it would be for 
Jewish Christians to give up a lifetime of practicing 
Jewish rituals and the Law. He used the Letter to the 
Romans to expound on the teaching that it is faith in 
Jesus Christ’s Death and Resurrection that reconciles 
us to God.
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The Letter to the Romans is Paul’s longest letter 
besides being his deepest theologically. Even though 
the language in Rome was Latin, Paul wrote the Let-
ter to the Romans in Greek. This makes sense. Most 
of the educated Romans spoke Greek. The slaves 
brought to Rome in the prior centuries during Roman 
conquests in the Eastern Mediterranean and Egypt 
were also more likely to speak Greek than Latin. Also, 
evidence that a majority of the Jewish funeral inscrip-
tions found in Rome were in Greek means that the 
Jewish community there would also have been better 
equipped to read his letter in Greek than in Latin.

Themes in Romans
The Letter to the Romans teaches that the sacrificial 
act of Christ’s Paschal Mystery has brought us:
• justification;
• peace with God;
• the gift of the Holy Spirit;
• reconciliation with God;
• Salvation from the wrath of God;
• hope of a share in God’s eternal glory;
• God’s superabundant love poured out on us.

In Romans, Paul taught that we didn’t earn Jesus’ 
intervention in human history, nor could we earn our 
Salvation by any human means, for “all have sinned 
and are deprived of the glory of God” (Rom 3:23). 
This makes Jesus’ saving activity all the more remark-
able since, as Paul wrote, “God proves his love for us 
in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us” 
(Rom 5:8). 

So great is this unearned Salvation that it enables 
us to cooperate with God’s saving work, giving us the 
grace necessary for us to do good. In this sense, even 
the good we do is to be laid at the feet of God, as it is 
enabled by God’s graces. As a result, the old practices, 
that Paul referred to as “works of the Law,” were no 
longer necessary. Some interpreters during the Prot-
estant Reformation translated Paul’s references to 

these works as “good works,” but that was not, in fact, 
Paul’s frame of reference, especially since most of the 
“works” were morally neutral—for example, bathing 
and sacrifices, which were neither good nor evil, in 
themselves.

Paul hoped to encourage his readers to understand 
that we now share in the merits of Christ’s Death be-
cause we, too, were baptized into his Death. In the 
ancient rite the baptized were completely submerged 
in the water, as though they had died to sin and alien-
ation from God. They were then brought up out of the 
water as though they had been born again to a new 
relationship with God as Father. As Paul wrote:

Or are you unaware that we who were baptized 
into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 
We were indeed buried with him through 
baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was 
raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 
we too might live in newness of life. For if 
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we have grown into union with him through a 
death like his, we shall also be united with him 
in the resurrection. We know that our old self 
was crucified with him, so that our sinful body 
might be done away with, that we might no 
longer be in slavery to sin. For a dead person 
has been absolved from sin. If, then, we have 
died with Christ, we believe that we shall also 
live with him. (Rom 6:3–8) 

Later in Romans Paul expounded that

none of us lives for oneself, and no one dies 
for oneself. For if we live, we live for the 
Lord, and if we die we die for the Lord; so 
than whether we live or die we are the Lord’s. 
(Rom 14:7–8)

Reflect
How does Romans 6:3–8 give you hope?

The First Letter to the  
Corinthians and the Second 
Letter to the Corinthians
Corinth was a very prosperous Roman sea colony lo-
cated near Athens and Greece that was known for ev-
ery vice imaginable. Slaves made up two-thirds of the 
population of 600,000 people. The colony itself was 
located on a very thin isthmus, bridging the southern 
tip of Greece, called the Peloponnese, with the rest of 
the country. On one side of the isthmus was the Aegean 
Sea; on the other was the Ionian. Corinth had two ports, 
only about four miles from each other, one in each sea. 

Because compasses had not yet come into use in 
navigation, most sailors were reluctant to leave sight 
of land. As a result, ships followed the shorelines, 
leading to all too frequent shipwrecks. Rather than 
ship commerce all the way around the Peloponnesian 

Peninsula, a journey of about 250 miles, sailors would 
land on one of Corinth’s two ports, carry their cargo 
the four miles to the other port, and load it onto ships 
there that would continue on in their journey. The 
amount of trade passing through this rollicking two-
port city enabled Corinth’s financial prosperity.

Because of both its economic and political im-
portance, as the provincial capital of Achaia (modern 
Greece), it was an obvious place for Paul to visit and 
spread the Gospel. The Word of the Lord could spread 
quickly from this important city.

Paul and Corinth
Paul wrote at least two letters to the Corinthian church, 
which he founded in his missionary work (1 Cor 4:15). 
At one point, he apparently lived in the city for a year 
and a half, working to support himself and preaching 
the Good News (Acts 18:1–18). The church that he 
founded there seems to have been made up by a mix-
ture of people, from the various different social class-
es of the city. The very fact that he could say, “Not 
many of you were wise by human standards, not many 
were powerful, not many were of noble birth” (1 Cor 
1:26), suggests that, while at least a few were wise, 
powerful, and of nobility, most weren’t. The church 
in Corinth was made up of people from a mixture of 
social classes, education, and influence.

When Paul was in Ephesus during his third journey, 
he received news that the church in Corinth had broken 
into rival groups following different leaders. Paul had no 
desire to compete with anyone, and in fact, spoke very 
positively about Apollos as a co-worker: “I planted, Apol-
los watered, but God caused the growth” (1 Cor 3:5–23). 
Paul also discovered that many members had also fallen 
back into immoral pagan practices. Paul wrote a letter 
(referred to in 1 Cor 5:11) to warn the people away from 
sin and immorality. This letter is now lost to us. When 
Paul received further news of divisions and challenges 
to his authority, he wrote another letter, 1 Corinthians, in 
approximately AD 56. It is a practical but firm letter with 
good advice for the people of that time and place and 
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for people today. In AD 57, while in Macedonia, Paul 
received some good news about the Corinthians from 
Titus. They were beginning to reject false teachers and 
respond to Paul’s teachings. In response to this happy 
news, Paul wrote 2 Corinthians, commending the people 
and trying to make peace with them.

Reflect
When was a time you were misunderstood over 
an issue of faith?

Themes in 1 Corinthians
The First Letter to the Corinthians has an opening for-
mula (1:1–3) and a prayer of thanksgiving (1:4–7). 
The conclusion instructs his readers to take up a col-
lection for the needy and his usually personal greet-
ings (16:1–24). Several important themes are included 
in the letter. Paul explained some of the important de-
tails of faith, including things like advice for marriage 
after the death of a spouse (7:39–40) and an intepreta-
tion of the gift of tongues ( 13:13–19).

For example, Paul encouraged the Corinthians to 
appreciate their connection with one another and to see 
themselves as though they were all united into one sin-
gle body, like a “temple.” Because the Holy Spirit was 
present in that “temple,” the whole church of Corinth 
was holy (1 Cor 3:16–17). Maintaining unity, then, was 

critical for creating the right environment for the Holy 
Spirit to work within the Church in Corinth. Paul ex-
plained that this unity was established on the founda-
tion of the Apsotles (1 Cor 3:5–23).

Similarly, later in this same letter, Paul described 
the Church as the Body of Christ, meaning that the 
members of the Church are as connected to each other 
in the same way that a foot and an ear are part of a 
body. They are different, and yet so intimately con-
nected that you can speak of only one body. Paul said,

As a body is one though it has many parts, and 
all the parts of the body, though many, are one 
body, so also Christ. For in one Spirit we were 
all baptized into one body, whether Jews or 
Greeks, slaves or free persons, and we were all 
given to drink of one Spirit. (1 Cor 12:12–13)

The responsibility to maintain the connection you have 
to one another belongs with each believer. The First 
Letter to the Corinthians challenges believers to recog-
nize that they, in fact, belong to one another. The pres-
ence of the Spirit of God not only joins us together with 
others, but also wants us to recognize and preserve our 
responsibilities to care for one another. This community 
is in the Church, the Temple of the Holy Spirit, where 
all parts of the Body of Christ are joined together with 
Christ as the head.
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PRoBlems wiTh PUNCTUATioN
As with other letters written in the first century, Paul’s letters, including 1 and 2 Corinthians, were writ-
ten in all capital letters. Also, they had no spaces between words and no punctuation. It would be like 
trying to read material like the following:

ThATsoUNDslikeiTwoUlDBeDiFFiCUlTToReADAsyoUCANseeThoUGhyoUAReABle-

ToReADTheseseNTeNCesyoUmAyhAveToReADiTAloUDTokNowhowBesTToPUNC-

TUATeiT
(That sounds like it would be difficult to read. As you can see, though, you are able to 
read these sentences. You may have to read it aloud to know how best to punctuate it.)

The word separations and punctuation that you have now in the books of the New Testament, which 
were all written in this style, were put there by modern Greek translators. They usually have no more 
trouble figuring out where one word ends and the next one begins, or the obvious place for putting punc-
tuation than you would in the sentences above. On occasion, though, there are some problems.

Consider how you would translate the following letters into sensible words and phrases in English:

WOMANWITHOUTHERMANISNOTHING
The words are easy to separate, but the resulting sentence(s) can be punctuated in a couple of dif-

ferent ways. For example:
Woman, without her man, is nothing.

Woman! Without her, man is nothing!
The second interpretation makes a completely different point than the first! This kind of problem did 

happen often in Paul’s letters, and in most cases the sense of punctuation was fairly obvious. There are 
some few places, though, where there has been some confusion. One of the most controversial passages 
in Paul’s writings is found in 1 Corinthians 7:1–2, listed below without any punctuation: 

Now in regard to the matters about which you wrote it is a good thing for a man not to 
touch a woman but because of cases of immorality every man should have his own wife 
and every woman her own husband.

Without any punctuation the text seems to imply that while marriage was permitted by Paul, it would 
be better that men and women not touch each other, even in marriage. In the next seven verses (1 Cor 
7:3–9) however, Paul seems to make the opposite point, that sexual relations in marriage were good, 
natural, and the right of each spouse. Translators solve this puzzling internal disagreement by providing 
the following very helpful punctuation: 

Now in regard to the matters about which you wrote, “It is a good thing for a man not 
to touch a woman,” but because of cases of immorality every man should have his own 
wife and every woman her own husband. (1 Cor 7:1–2)

This punctuation makes it clear that Paul encouraged mutuality and a profound spirit of equality. 
Paul’s suggestion that a wife’s body belonged to her husband was pretty standard, but the reverse, that 
the husband’s body belonged to his wife, was not a common way of thinking at that time. When Paul said 
“there is no longer male and female” (Gal 3:28) he really meant it.
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Another prominent theme of the 
letter involves sexual morality. Greeks 
in the first century were much more 
sexually permissive than Jews. In turn, 
Jesus’ teachings called for even great-
er respect for the human body and the 
most important and intimate relation-
ships, challenging even some aspects 
of the Jewish culture of the day. Paul 
had to reprimand a member of the Co-
rinthian church who was living with his 
father’s wife, that is, his own stepmoth-
er (1 Cor 5:1–13). He also condemned 
Christians who went to prostitutes, 
saying that freedom does not mean a 
license to do whatever one wants, but 
means freedom to serve God (1 Cor 
6:19–20). 

There were other issues involving 
idolatry and scandal that even spilled 
over to the ways the Corinthian church 
conducted itself at Eucharist. Selfish-
ness to the poor, drunkenness among 
the rich, and quarrels had no place in 
the Agape, the meal shared before 
Eucharist. The issue involving proper 
dress of women (especially keeping 
their head covered) and Eucharist was 
unique for Paul’s time. He advised that 
women may certainly pray and proph-
esy in the assemblies, but must dress 
respectably (1 Cor 11:1–16). In Paul’s 
world, women suggested that they 
were available for marriage or other 
less moral activities by not wearing a 
veil. For a married woman to go out in 
public unveiled was particularly scan-
dalous. The one place that a married 
woman could go uncovered was in her 

own home. This custom of covering 
women’s heads, though not common 
in North America and most of Europe, 
is still in place in many Muslim coun-
tries today.

The problem for Paul’s commu-
nities is that the early Church cel-
ebrated the Eucharist in homes (Rom 
16:5; 1 Cor 16:19; Col 4:15; Phlm 2). 
The women hosting the local commu-
nity might have felt free to have their 
heads uncovered within the confines 
of her house. In turn, other women 
might also have felt comfortable re-
moving their veils. If one of them was 
inclined to lead some element of the 
prayer and even to prophesy, if the 
Holy Spirit so moved them, they were 
no longer acting privately, though. 
They were now public and, as Paul 
saw it according to the custom of the 
day, needed to have their head cov-
ered, even if it was in their own home. 
Paul even invited the readers to judge 
this issue for themselves: “Judge for 
yourselves: is it proper for a woman to 
pray to God with her head unveiled?” 
(1 Cor 11:13) .

Paul also addressed the concern 
that Christians were eating meat that 
had been sacrificed to pagan gods. For 
example, most meat in the market-
place at that time would have come 
from animals sacrificed in pagan reli-
gious rites. Jews and Christians of the 
time had to consider whether it was 
right to eat the meat from those idola-
trous sacrifices. Paul argued that there 
were no real gods behind the idols (1 

Agape
The word agape trans-
lates to unconditional and 
thoughtful love. The Agape 
feasts described in the 
New Testament refer to 
meals shared by Christians 
prior to celebrating the 
Eucharist.
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Cor 8:4–5). Since the rituals were meaningless, the 
meat was just fine for eating. He recognized, though, 
that new converts might be a little fragile, spiritually, 
and they might get confused if they saw other Chris-
tians eating meat that had be sacrificed to an idol in a 
pagan temple. He was concerned that no believers do 
anything to unnecessarily damage another person’s 
faith (1 Cor 8:9–13). This teaching remains impor-
tant today. When our behavior causes scandal that 
hurts the faith of others, we are responsible for their 
anxiety or panic (1 Cor 8:11–13).

Beyond addressing the abuses the occurred at the 
early celebrations of Eucharist, St. Paul develops the 
earliest record of the institution of the Lord’s Supper 
in the New Testament (1 Cor 11:23–34), explaining, 
“For I received from the Lord what I also handed on 
to you” (vs. 23).

Finally, it is important to mention that one of the 
most beautiful passages in all of Scripture is Paul’s ad-
dress on the gifts of the Spirit, the greatest gift being 

love. Describing the nature of love (1 Cor 12:31–
13:12), Paul offers a number of positive qualities of 
love (patience, kindness, celebration of the truth, en-
durance, fidelity, a positive outlook) but didn’t de-
scribe it as an emotion or a sensual attraction. In fact, 
he was more inclined to tell of the emotions that didn’t 
combine with love (jealousy, selfishness, quick-tem-
peredness, etc.). In particular, note that Paul taught 
that “love never fails” (1 Cor 13:8). This is an impor-
tant criterion for differentiating between real love and 
infatuation tinged with sexual attraction. While in-
fatuations are fleeting, true love lasts to eternity. Paul 
later describes the mystery of the Resurrection of the 
dead when “flesh and blood” have no place. Rather 
the human body that is sown “corruptible, dishonor-
able, weak, and natural” will be raised “incorruptible, 
glorious, powerful, and spiritual.” (see 1 Corinthians 
15:35–38). 

Reflect
• How do you feel connected to the Church 

as the Body of Christ?

• Explain how you understand the 
difference between real love and 
infatuation.

Themes in 2 Corinthians
The Second Letter to the Corinthians is a very per-
sonal letter of St. Paul, revealing a great deal about 
his character and expressing his feelings about his re-
lationship with the Corinthian church. Second Corin-
thians is a bit disjointed; in fact Chapters 10–13 may 
be the separate letter Paul wrote to the Corinthians in 
which he was critical of their abuses. They also make 
up a defense of Paul’s behavior and his ministry. The 
section is framed by a prologue (2 Cor 10:1–18) and a 
conclusion (2 Cor 12:19–13:10). The first nine chap-
ters are much more cheerful and positive in tone as 
Paul tries to make peace with the Corinthians. There 
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is also an apologetic use of the Old 
Testament to teach Christian principles 
by contrasting them with the Old Cov-
enant (2 Cor 3:7–18).

The body of 2 Corinthians deals with 
Paul’s past relationships with the Corin-
thians (2 Cor 1:12–2:17), his ministry 
among them (2 Cor 3:1–7: 4), praise for 
their repentance (2 Cor 7:5–16), an ap-
peal for the collection for the Church in 
Jerusalem (2 Cor 8:1–9:15), and a rigor-
ous defense of his ministry against false 
teachers (2 Cor 10:1–13:10).

There are many other personal 
touches in 2 Corinthians that reveal the 
human side of St. Paul. For example, he 
writes of his affection for his beloved 
yet troublesome converts in Corinth:

You are our letter, written on 
our hearts, known and read 
by all, shown to be a letter 
of Christ administered by us, 
written not in ink but by the 
Spirit of the living God, not on 
tablets of stone but on tablets 
that are hearts of flesh. (2 Cor 
3:2–3)

The Letter to the 
Galatians
The Letter to the Galatians (AD 54–55) 
is addressed to Paul’s converts, mostly 
likely descendants of Celts who had 
invaded western and central Asia mi-
nor and had settled around what is to-
day Turkey. They likely belonged to 
a group of local churches in Iconium, 
Derbe, and Lystra that belonged to the 

Roman province of Galatia. Paul had 
traveled to this area on both his second 
(Acts 16:6) and third (Acts 18:23) mis-
sionary journeys.

Along with 1 and 2 Corinthians and 
Romans, Galatians is sometimes called 
one of the “Great Letters” because of its 
deep theological insights and practical 
advice on Christian living. Paul wrote 
the letter to counteract a group known 
as Judaizers, Jewish-Christian mis-
sionaries who followed him to Galatia. 
They had begun to teach Paul’s converts 
that they had to keep certain precepts of 
the Mosaic Law in addition to believing 
in Christ. They also questioned Paul’s 
authority to teach, claiming that Paul 
should have circumcised new converts.

Reflect
What (besides fear) is your motiva-
tion for living a good life?

Themes in Galatians
Paul addresses the charges of his op-
ponents in order. First, he defended his 
ministry and his place as an Apostle. He 
also defended his message to the Gen-
tiles that they were free from the Law:

. . . and when they recognized 
the grace bestowed upon me, 
James and Cephas [Peter] and 
John, who were reputed to be 
pillars, gave me and Barnabas 
their right hands in partner-
ship, that we should go to the 
Gentiles and they to the cir-
cumcised. (Gal 2:9)

apologetic
The term apologetic refers 
to a branch of theology 
concerned with proving 
or defending the truth of 
Church doctrines.

Judaizers
A group of first-century 
Jewish Christians who 
held that circumcision 
and observance of Mosaic 
Law were necessary for 
Salvation. They imposed 
these criteria on Gentile 
converts.
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Second, Paul defended his teaching about faith 
and its relationship to Salvation. Only faith in Jesus 
Christ, not observance of the Jewish Law, guarantees 
Salvation. Faith in Jesus teaches a person to respond 
to the Spirit, who guides Christians to live holy lives, 
leading us to turn to God alone as our origin and ulti-
mate goal.

Paul also wrote to the Galatians that Baptism in-
corporates all Christians into the Church as children 
of God:

For all of you who were baptized into Christ 
have clothed themselves with Christ. There is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor 
free person, there is not male and female; for 
you are all one in Christ Jesus. (Gal 3:26–28)

Chapters 5 and 6 of Galatians give practical ad-
vice on Christian living. Being set free from the Law 
by faith in Christ does not mean license to do what-
ever we want to do. Christian freedom means serving 
Christ Jesus, boasting in his Cross. Christian life does 
not mean becoming a slave to the flesh, but serving 

one another in love. Paul writes that the works of flesh 
are obvious and bar entry into God’s Kingdom: “im-
morality, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, 
hatreds, rivalry, jealousy, outbursts of fury, acts of 
selfishness, dissensions, factions, occasions of envy, 
drinking bouts, orgies, and the like” (Gal 5:19–21).

Reflect
Does your Catholic faith make you feel more free 
or more obligated? Explain.

The Letter to the Ephesians
Traditionally, it was thought that Paul wrote Ephesians 
from a Roman prison around AD 62. It is grouped as 
one of the Captivity Letters. However, the writing 
style from the beginning of the letter suggests that it 
was not Paul’s work. Recall that early Greek manu-
scripts had no punctuation. A knowledgeable reader 
would be able to figure out the sentence structure by 
reading it aloud, figuring out where the ancient equiv-
alents of commas and periods belong. The sentences 
are very long in Ephesians. Paul could get a bit wordy, 
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but the Letter to the Ephesians reaches whole new ex-
cesses when it comes to long and complex sentences, 
beyond anything that Paul would do. For example, the 
thanksgiving section (Eph 1:3–14) was originally one 
very long sentence, with one dependent clause after 
another. It was so long that English translators divided 
it into five sentences, though the passage still reads 
awkwardly. 

Themes in Ephesians
The opening hymn of Ephesians 1:1–14 introduces 
a stylistic theme. It resembles the prayers of ancient 
Judaism in which God is blessed. Oppositely, today, 
we might ask for God’s blessings on us. Jews often 
did the reverse. They blessed God, expressing their 
gratitude and praise to God for having done such 
great things for them throughout their history. In this 
fashion, in the hymn, the author blesses God not only 

for having blessed humans in every way, and thus re-
deeming us, but especially for having revealed to us 
his eternal plan to unite everything in his name under 
Heaven and earth. These verses summarize the con-
tent of the rest of the letter.

That unity is expressed, first, in God’s having 
saved humans from their own brokenness, uniting 
them with Christ in faith (Eph 2:1–9). Further unity 
is then made possible by the inclusion of the Gentiles 
into Christ by setting aside the Law that kept Jews and 
Gentiles apart, permitting all—near and far—access 
to God (Eph 2:11–22). 

In the midst of his own imprisonment, as described 
by the author, Paul has reached out to the Gentiles be-
cause this mystery of God’s plan, unifying creation, 
has been made known to him (3:1–13). As Paul was so 
often moved to pray for the welfare of his communi-
ties, so now, the author gives voice to Paul’s concern 
in prayer for the recipients of the letter (3:14–19), con-
fidently glorifying the God “who is able to accomplish 
far more than all we ask or imagine, by the power at 
work within us” (3:20–22). The author is moved re-
peatedly to poetic expressions of this unity:

. . . one body and one Spirit, as you were also 
called to the one hope of your call. One Lord, 
one faith, one baptism. One God and Father of 
all, who is over all and through all and in all. 
(Eph 4:4–6)

Because this unity will not be achieved without 
human participation, God has left a variety of min-
isters to help bring about the fullness of God’s plan: 
Apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers. 
It is their responsibility to work toward the fulfillment 
of God’s plan (Eph 4:11–13). It is all of our work to set 
aside everything in our own lives that doesn’t cooper-
ate with that strategy (Eph 4:14–24).

The unity demanded by God’s plan needs to 
be lived out in the life of the Church. For example, 
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Catholics remain connected through their participa-
tion in the sacraments, especially the Eucharist, and 
under the pastoral leadership of the pope and bishops. 
The Letter to the Ephesians offers ways for us to build 
unity with one another:

Therefore, putting away falsehood, speak the 
truth, each one to his neighbor, for we are 
members of one another. Be angry but do not 
sin; do not let the sun set on your anger, and 
do not leave room for the devil. The thief must 
no longer steal, but rather labor, doing hon-
est work with his [own] hands, so that he may 
have something to share with one in need. 
No foul language should come out of your 
mouths, but only such as is good for needed 
edification, that it may impart grace to those 
who hear. And do not grieve the holy Spirit of 
God, with which you were sealed for the day 
of redemption. (Eph 4:25–30)

Reflect
What ministry can you imagine for yourself to 
help you live out God’s plan for your life?

The Letter to the Philippians
The account in Acts 16:6–40 records that Paul trav-
eled to Philippi, a city in Macedonia, that had the hon-
or of being the first city in Europe to hear the Good 
News from Paul. Acts tells that Paul, in AD 50–51, 
had a vision that he interpreted as a divine invitation 
to preach the Gospel in Macedonia, located in pres-
ent-day northern Greece. Paul and his companions 
landed at the port of Neapolis and took the famous 
Roman road—the Egyptian Way—to Philippi. Paul 
established a church in Philippi and the Philippians 
remained generous to Paul, sending him financial sup-
port after he left. Paul probably visited them two more 

times, during his third journey on the way to Ephesus 
(AD 57) and on his way to Jerusalem (AD 58).

It is clear that Paul wrote the Letter to the Phi-
lippians while he was imprisoned (Phil 1:7) and pos-
sibly even threatened with execution (Phil 1:20–23), 

presumably for having preached the Good News (Phil 
1:12–14). The traditional view is that it was written 
while Paul was a prisoner in Rome between AD 61 
and 63 or during Paul’s three-year stay in Ephesus 
from AD 54 to 56. Today a growing number of schol-
ars think the most likely locale was Ephesus around 
AD 56. A major reason for concluding this is that 
Ephesus is geographically closer to Philippi and could 
better explain the various contacts between Paul and 
the Philippians alluded to in the letter.

Like Paul, the Philippians apparently faced op-
position to their Christian faith. Paul encourages 
them to not be “intimidated in any way by our op-
ponents” (Phil 1:28). He described their hardships 
as “the same struggle you saw in me and now hear 
about me” (Phil 1:30). Paul wrote to encourage them 
in a spirit of true humility that would enable them to 
remain united in the face of their struggles. Because 
of the mixture of various topics in Philippians, and 
because verse 3:1a sounds like Paul is concluding his 
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letter and verse 3:1b suggests Paul had 
written a previous letter, some schol-
ars conclude that Philippians may be 
the compilation of two or three letters 
written over a period of time. It is cer-
tainly valid to conclude that Philip-
pians is only one letter. There is only 
one opening address and one conclud-
ing formula in Philippians. And the ar-
gument can be made that Paul wrote 
in a “stream-of-consciousness” style 
while in prison. He may have jumped 
to, and given advice on, various topics 
as they came to mind.

Reflect
Write at least one paragraph about 
God using the “stream-of-conscious-
ness” technique.

Themes in Philippians
The organization of the Letter to the 
Philippians follows this outline:
• Salutation and thanksgiving to the 

Philippians (1:1–11)
• Paul in prison and his attitude to-

ward death (1:12–26)
• Exhortation to follow Christ’s ex-

ample of humility (1:27–2:16)
• Paul and the Philippians and his 

planned missions (2:17–3:1a)
• Warning against false teachers 

(3:1b–4:1)
• Instructions to live in unity, joy, 

and peace (4:2–9)
• Paul’s current situation and Philip-

pian generosity (4:10–20)
• Concluding formula, blessing 

(4:21–23)

Joy in the Lord for those who live in the 
Church is a major theme in Philippians. 
Paul also writes of the need for Chris-
tian harmony, peace, and humility, and 
the necessity to imitate Christ in his 
sufferings. It was in this spirit that Paul, 
hoping to encourage them with the ex-
ample of Jesus’ complete self-empty-
ing, recounted the Kenotic Hymn, a 
central focus of the letter. The hymn 
praises Christ’s self-emptying humil-
ity in his becoming man and his dying 
on the Cross to be raised and exalted. 
These verses reveal the “high Christol-
ogy” of the early Christians who clear-
ly believed in Christ’s divinity:

Have among yourselves the same  
 attitude that is also yours in  
  Christ Jesus,

Kenotic Hymn
Kenotic is a Greek term 
that means “emptying.” 
The Kenotic Hymn of 
Philippians 2:5–11 de-
scribes Christ’s emptying 
himself in humility to take 
on our human nature.
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 Who, though he was in the form of God, 
 did not regard equality with God something to  

 be grasped.
 Rather, he emptied himself,
 taking the form of a slave,
 coming in human likeness;
 and found human in appearance,
 he humbled himself,
 becoming obedient to death,
 even death on a cross.
 Because of this, God greatly exalted him
 and bestowed on him the name
 that is above every other name,
 that at the name of Jesus
 every knee should bend,
 of those in heaven and on earth and under the  

 earth,
 and every tongue confess that
 Jesus Christ is Lord,
 to the glory of God the Father. (Phil 2:5–11)

Two of the greatest Christian mysteries are spelled 
out in this hymn: self-giving affirmation and humility 
leads to exaltation. This hymn reminds us that there is 
no true love without the giving of one’s self, and that 
truth, a fundamental principle of humility, is the only 
foundation for real honor.

The Letter to the Colossians 
Colossae was a textile town east of Ephesus. The letter 
was written to assist a certain Epaphras, the founder of 
the church there, in counteracting false teachers. They 
were spreading ideas about the existence of many dif-
ferent spirits, claiming they intervened in human af-
fairs. Belief in intermediate spirits and practices to 
appease them wooed the Colossians away from belief 
in the unique saving role of Christ.

The author also specifically requested that this 
letter be shared with the people of Laodicea, living 

between ten and eleven miles away in the same Lycus 
River valley:

Give greetings to the brothers in Laodicea and 
to Nympha and to the church in her house. 
And when this letter is read before you, have it 
read also in the church of the Laodiceans, and 
you yourselves read the one from Laodicea. 
(Col 4:15–16)

This manner of circulating letters with neighboring 
communities indicates one of the primary ways that 
the faith was able to spread and these books became 
understood as inspired Scripture by the wider Church. 
Fed by the zeal of early Christians and their convic-
tion that they were responsible for each other’s spiri-
tual relationship and understanding of God, the Word 
was sent from one community to the next until the en-
tire Mediterranean basin and surrounding lands were 
brought to faith.

Colossians (written approximately AD 80) is 
grouped with Philippians, Philemon, and Ephesians 
as Captivity Letters. While there are few doubts that 
Paul wrote Philemon and Philippians, scholars today 
believe that Colossians and Ephesians, closely related 
letters, were written by Paul’s disciples after his death. 

Themes in Colossians
The Letter to the Colossians seems to be aware that 
some incorrect ideas had begun to circulate among 
some followers of Jesus Christ, which the author felt 
obliged to correct. After a formal greeting, Colos-
sians opens with a beautiful hymn of creation through 
Christ, likely sung by the early Church while at prayer, 
that addressed some of the errors (1:15–20). It clari-
fied that the Christ was the very image (eikōn) of God. 
If you want to see God, look at Jesus. Saying that he 
was firstborn did not mean that he was created, since 
absolutely all things everywhere came to be through 
him. Not only that, but if they continue to exist, it was 
through his power.
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Some of the language used in this hymn, such as 
“fullness,” “principalities,” and “powers,” is found in 
the writings of later Gnostics. It is possible that an in-
tention of this letter was to address some false teach-
ings of Gnosticism.

The letter closes with a series of greetings to and 
from people that seem to have been known to the 
Colossians, in particular Epaphras (Col 1:7; 4:12). 
Epaphras was a companion of Paul’s while he was im-
prisoned and wrote his letter to Philemon (Phlm 23). 
The author of the Letter to the Colossians knew that 
Paul had not been the founder of the Colossian church 
(Col 4:8), and yet was moved to write this letter in his 
name, since his teachings had already spread this far 
into the Lycus Valley through Epaphras’s ministry.

The First Letter to the 
Thessalonians
The First Letter to the Thessalonians is very likely the 
earliest New Testament writing, dating in AD 50–51, 
only twenty years or so after the life of Jesus. In the 
letter, Paul encourages the Thessalonians, defends his 
proclamation of the Gospel, shares news about his 
travel plans, and addresses two pressing issues of his 
time. First, he encourages the Thessalonians to remain 
holy, especially avoiding sexual immorality. 

Second, he assures them that Christians who have 
died with Christ will one day rise and live with him 
forever. He also reminds them of the imminent end of 
the world.

Thessalonica was a harbor town and prosperous 
trading post located on the major Egnatia Highway, 
still a major route through Greece today. The Acts 
of the Apostles detailed that Paul, and his traveling 
companions, Silvanus and Timothy, had ministered 
there, beginning in the local synagogue, but also faced 
strong opposition (Acts 17:1–10). Later Paul and Sil-
vanus apparently sent Timothy back to the city to 
“strengthen and encourage” the faithful there (1 Thes 

3:1–3). When he returned to Paul and Silvanus, Timo-
thy brought word of the progress that the faithful had 
made there, but also related some misunderstandings 
that had crept it.

Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy were actually more 
than traveling companions. The use of the plural pro-
nouns “we,” “us,” and “our” ninety-nine times in the 
letter implies both shared ministry and shared author-
ship. Paul was apparently the one giving dictation in 
the letter, breaking into the text in a personal way only 
three times (1 Thes 2:18; 3:5; 5:27) and in another pas-
sage referring to Timothy in the third person: “. . . we 
decided to remain alone in Athens and sent Timothy, 
our brother and co-worker for God in the gospel of 
Christ, to strengthen and encourage you in your faith” 
(1 Thes 3:1–2).

Themes in 1 Thessalonians
When people do something right, they should be rec-
ognized and their successes should be celebrated. The 
intention of 1 Thessalonians was, in part, to encour-
age, strengthen, and even applaud the great progress 
that the Thessalonians had made in the practice of 
their faith. The Thessalonians had apparently success-
fully shared the faith they had received throughout 
their region of Macedonia and down into Greece it-
self (Achaia, as it was called then; see 1 Thes 1:6–10). 
Paul felt that the hard work they had done in Thes-
salonica (1 Thes 2:1–12) had born great fruit in the 
lives of Thessalonians, and they were grateful (1 Thes 
2:13–20).

However, being relatively new converts, Paul sur-
mised that the people needed support and guidance for 
living a moral life. So, a secondary purpose of this 
letter was to encourage them to refrain from sexual 
immorality (1 Thes 4:2–8), to promote their love and 
concern for one another (1 Thes 4:9–10), and to cor-
rect some unnecessary worry. In this last regard, hav-
ing been taught that Jesus was returning soon, some 
of the Thessalonians had become worried that their 
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deceased family members and friends 
would not have a place in the Kingdom 
of God. The authors wanted to reassure 
the Thessalonians that, in the resurrec-
tion of the dead, all who died in Christ 
would find a place with God. “Then 
we who are alive, who are left, will be 
caught up together (rapiemur in Latin) 
with them in the clouds to meet the 
Lord in the air. Thus we shall always be 
with the Lord” (1 Thes 4:13–18). Ironi-
cally, the term rapiemur, translated as 
rapture, that was originally written to 
reassure and calm the fears of the Thes-
salonians, has brought fear and panic 
among some fundamentalist Christians 
that some people will be “left behind” 
at the coming of the Lord and the resur-
rection of the dead.

Paul clearly wanted his readers to 
take their faith seriously, and to always 
be on guard, a message as important to-
day as it was then (1 Thes 5:1–8). You 
have no idea when the Lord is return-
ing, nor the moment of your own death. 
Likewise, as you have no control over 
drunk drivers, earthquakes, tornadoes, 
and the like, the day to be ready for the 
Lord is today. However, the motiva-
tion for leading a good life should not 
be fear, since “God did not destine us 
for wrath, but to gain salvation through 
our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, 
so that whether we are awake or asleep 
we may live together with him” (1 Thes 
5:9–10).

The closing words of 1 Thessa-
lonians are particularly intended to 

encourage us in all that is right and 
good, as we await the coming of the 
Lord:

We urge you, brothers, ad-
monish the idle, cheer the 
fainthearted, support the 
weak, be patient with all. 
See that no one returns 
evil for evil; rather, al-
ways seek what is good 
(both) for each other and 
for all. Rejoice always. 
Pray without ceasing. In 
all circumstances give 
thanks, for this is the will 
of God for you in Christ 
Jesus. Do not quench the 
Spirit. Do not despise 
prophetic utterances. Test 
everything; retain what is 
good. Refrain from every 
kind of evil.

May the God of peace 
himself make you perfectly 
holy and may you entirely, 
spirit, soul, and body, be pre-
served blameless for the com-
ing of our Lord Jesus Christ. (1 
Thes 5:14–23)

The Second Letter to 
the Thessalonians 
The traditional views was that Paul 
wrote 2 Thessalonians shortly after 
his First Letter to the Thessalonians 
to address a misunderstanding about 
his teaching concerning the resurrec-
tion of the dead and Christ’s Second 

rapture
In Scripture, the term rap-
ture refers to our mystical 
union with God, or our final 
sharing in God’s eternal life. 
For many fundamental-
ist Christians, the rapture 
signifies a series of events 
that will occur at the end 
of time. The Church has no 
teaching that corresponds 
to the fundamentalist view.
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Coming, also called the Parousia. In 
their confusion, some of the new Chris-
tians thought that Christ was returning 
any day, so they quit working. This, of 
course, upset the others who continued 
to work. The letter notes how hard Paul, 
himself, had to work to provide for 
himself without being a burden to oth-
ers. The readers are encouraged to imi-
tate Paul’s behavior (2 Thes 3:6–12). 

The current scholarly opinion, 
however, favors the belief that disciples 
of Paul wrote 2 Thessalonians around 
AD 90. There are some noteworthy dif-
ferences between this letter and those 
written by Paul that signal that Paul 
was not the actual author.

For example, considering the is-
sue of Christians who were refusing 
to work, an interesting point is that the 
author did not emphasize the imminent 
Second Coming as had been done in 
other Pauline letters. In fact, the letter 
seems to discourage its readers from 
being misdirected in their concern 
about the end times:

We ask you, brothers, with 
regard to the coming of our 
Lord Jesus Christ and our as-
sembling with him, not to be 
shaken out of your minds sud-
denly, or to be alarmed either 
by a “spirit,” or by an oral 
statement, or by a letter alleg-
edly from us to the effect that 
the day of the Lord is at hand. 
(2 Thes 2:1–2)

Different from 1 Thessalonians where 
the “day of the Lord” could come 
at any moment “like a thief” (1 Thes 
5:1–8), this passage in 2 Thessalonians 
points out that there will be clear warn-
ing signs for Christ’s return.

Additionally, where First Thessa-
lonians was focused on the end of the 
world (the technical term is “eschato-
logical,” meaning pointing to the end 
times), Second Thessalonians was 
more alert to the tumult, apostasy, and 
false leaders that would confront be-
lievers before the world’s end: “Let no 
one deceive you in any way” (2 Thes 
2:3). This reflects an apocalyptic con-
cern, more like the style of the Book of 
Revelation than the rest of Paul’s writ-
ing. What could have been the reason 
for this shift in focus? It seems to in-
dicate that the Pauline communities, in 
Paul’s absence, began to consider how 
it was that they might live for a more 
extended period of time, awaiting the 
coming of the Lord. 

Themes in 2 Thessalonians
Related to the apocalyptic themes dis-
cussed above, in 2 Thessalonians 2 the 
readers are told that Jesus will not come 
again until certain signs take place. 
Patience and prayer are the weapons 
Christians need to prepare themselves 
for this return.

Chapter 3 instructs the Thessalo-
nians what to do with the non-workers. 
The authors point to Paul’s own exam-
ple—how he worked while preaching 
among them. The readers are instructed 
to go to work and earn money for their 

Parousia
The Second Coming of 
Christ, which will usher in 
the full establishment of 
God’s Kingdom on earth as 
it is in Heaven.

apocalyptic
From a word meaning 
“revelation” or “unveil-
ing.” Apocalyptic writings, 
usually written in times of 
crisis, use highly symbolic 
language to bolster faith by 
reassuring believers that 
the current age, subject to 
the forces of evil, will end 
when God intervenes and 
establishes a divine rule 
and goodness and peace.
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food. Those who ignore this advice 
should be avoided so in shame they 
will return to the Church (2 Thes 3:11–
15). The purpose of shunning wrong-
doers is not to punish but to encourage 
repentance. Christians are brothers and 
sisters in the Lord, not enemies. This 
advice is timeless. Our motive for call-
ing the sinner back must always be love 
for one another.

Reflect
How can you cultivate patience and 
prayer in your own life in expecta-
tion of Christ’s return?

The First and  
Second Letters  
to Timothy and  
the Letter to Titus 
With the passage of several decades 
from the Ascension of the Lord with-
out the awaited Lord’s return, the lo-
cal churches, founded by Paul himself 
or one of his disciples, recognized that 
evangelization was only part of their 
mission. They also had to offer ongo-
ing care to the churches already es-
tablished. It was important to set up 
leadership, commissioned by an Apos-
tle or one of his representatives, at each 
Church. The leadership roles were not 
unlike the care a shepherd gives to a 
flock of sheep. The word for shepherd 
in Latin is pastor. Because the Letters 
to Timothy and Titus share this concern 
for local leadership, they are called the 
Pastoral Letters.

First and Second Timothy and Ti-
tus are arranged in the canon just prior 
to Philemon, the shortest of all the let-
ters attributed to Paul, from longest to 
shortest of this group.

The three letters were written ap-
proximately AD 100 and were probably 
the work of the same author, a later fol-
lower of Paul. Their style and vocabu-
lary are different from that of Paul, and 
they reflect a more developed organiza-
tion of the Church than was present at 
the time of Paul. They differ from the 
other Pauline letters in that they are ad-
dressed to individuals and give advice 
on Church leadership. Both Timothy 
and Titus were fellow missionaries and 
faithful disciples. Each also shepherd-
ed his own local church, Timothy in 
Ephesus and Titus in Crete.

Themes in 1 Timothy
There are two letters to Timothy. Both 
are attributed to Paul. Neither letter 
mentions the other. The First Letter to 
Timothy is called “first” not because 
it was written before the other, but be-
cause it is slightly longer, and there-
fore, placed before the “Second Letter,” 
which is shorter in length. In fact, the 
First Letter to Timothy is very similar 
in theme to the Letter to Titus.

Timothy worked side by side with 
Paul and was mentioned by Paul, or 
those writing in his name, in eleven of the 
thirteen letters of the Pauline correspon-
dence. Only Ephesians and Galatians 
from the Pauline letters fail to mention 
him. The references to Timothy are con-
sistently affectionate and supportive, 

evangelization
To bring the Good News of 
Jesus Christ to others.
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referring to Timothy as a “brother” and “coworker” (1 
Thes 3:2) or even his “child” (Phil 2:22; 1 Tm 1:2).

This letter begins with careful instruction to Timo-
thy to correct false teachers in the church of Ephe-
sus (1 Tm 1:3–20). It returns to this theme repeatedly, 
for example, in 1 Timothy 4:1–16 and 6:3–10. Every 
generation and community seems to need to address 
the problem of people who invent new and inaccu-
rate ways of understanding the faith. The letter clearly 
states in 1 Timothy 3:15 that the Church is “the pillar 
and foundation of truth.” The responsibility to refute 
error, passed onto Timothy in this letter, remains in the 
hands of the Church in the teaching office of the bish-
ops to the present day. 

As in Titus, the public ordering of the community 
was important, including the relationship of the com-
munity to those in authority. The modern-day practice 
of praying for presidents, governors, mayors, and other 
civic officials comes from the encouragement in 1 Tim-
othy to pray for “kings and for all in authority” (2:1–4). 

While discussing Church order, the author gives 
some directives regarding women being silent that 
seem quite repressive by modern standards:

A woman must receive instruction silently 
and under complete control. I do not permit 
a woman to teach or to have authority over 
a man. She must be quiet. For Adam was 
formed first, then Eve. Further, Adam was not 
deceived, but the woman was deceived and 
transgressed. But she will be saved through 
motherhood, provided women persevere in 
faith and love and holiness, with self-control. 
(1 Tm 2:11–15)

One might dismiss this passage, concluding that 
the writer was simply expressing the culture of his 
day, but that can be a slippery slope. Once you be-
gin dismissing passages for being more cultural than 
scriptural, you can end up dismissing everything that 

disagrees with your culture’s ways of understanding 
human behavior. You would need to have very good 
criterion before making any such decision. 

Such reasons, in fact, occur in this case where the 
stated directive of women remaining silent disagrees 
with Paul, who elsewhere presumed that women 
would, in fact, pray and prophesy aloud in the gath-
ered community, only directing that they should do so 
with their heads covered (1 Cor 11:5). Furthermore, 
while the author of 1 Timothy didn’t permit women to 
instruct men, an angel, no less, at the tomb instructed 
the holy women to proclaim the Good News of the 
Resurrection to the Apostles (Mk 16:5–7; Mt 28:1–7). 
To further support this evaluation, this particular pas-
sage states expressly, “I do not permit,” as opposed to 
“the Lord does not permit,” or “the teachings as handed 
down do not permit.” This gives us further confidence 
that we are not being arbitrary when we recognize the 
cultural limitations in this particular passage. 

The First Letter to Timothy gives directives on 
the kind of people who should be chosen to hold key 
positions, giving similar guidelines as found in Titus 
1:7–9 about the kind of sober, self-controlled, blame-
less, hospitable qualities required in men chosen to be 
bishops, again emphasizing their need to teach others 
effectively. 1 Timothy is more expansive, requiring 
an inspection of bishops’ management of their own 
households as indicating the kind of gifts they have to 
oversee the larger Christian community (1 Tm 3:1–7). 
The description of the office of bishop as a noble task 
(1 Tm 3:1), along with the stated fear that some might 
become conceited (1 Tm 3:6), helps us recognize how 
important and highly respected the office of bishop 
was, even in the early Church.

This letter also gives directives about the prerequi-
site characteristics of deacons, which resemble those 
given for bishops (1 Tm 3:8–10, 12–13). In a man-
ner that, unlike Titus, distinguishes presbyters from 
bishops, 1 Timothy also mentions, not only those 
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presbyters who govern well and should be fairly re-
munerated for their labors, but also how to handle 
accusations against them (1 Tm 5:17–20). Wherever 
people are placed in positions of authority there can be 
a tendency to abuse that responsibility. The fact that a 
process for fair judgment of cases against presbyters 
existed before the composition of this letter suggests 
that the office of priest must have existed from a yet 
even earlier time. The directive not to lay hands on 
anyone too quickly (5:22), a seeming reference to or-
dination of bishops, priests, or deacons, also suggests 
that the early Church had learned quickly the neces-
sity of doing careful training and observation of peo-
ple in preparation for religious responsibility. It has 
often been the case that some have been attracted to 
ordained ministry for the wrong reason.

Another key group of great concern that made its 
way into this pastoral instruction was widows. The ba-
sic message of 1 Timothy seems to be that if they had 
family they should continue in their families’ care, or 
if they are young enough to marry, then perhaps they 
should do so. “True” widows would be those who, 
through the death of family members, had no outside 
support or care, and were too old to consider remar-
riage. These women, who would be otherwise desti-
tute in the ancient economy, were to be cared for by 
the community (1 Tm 5:3–16).

The First Letter to Timothy closes with sober ad-
vice to the rich and those who want to be rich, that 
is,  “the love of money is the root of all evils” (1 Tm 
6:10). This remains, to this day, one of the places 
where true Christianity stands at odds with the pub-
licly proclaimed values of society. A Christian’s pur-
suit is eternal life and the service of the only One who 
can make that possible, “the King of kings and Lord of 
lords, who alone has immortality, who dwells in unap-
proachable light, and whom no human being has seen 
or can see” (1 Tm 6:15–16).

Reflect
How do people today disregard laws and direc-
tions based on only what appeals to them?

Themes in 2 Timothy
It is difficult to fit the narrative details of the Second 
Letter to Timothy into the actual life of St. Paul unless, 
as has been suggested, the imprisonment mentioned 
was his last, in Rome, shortly before his death.

Though included among the Pastoral Letters with 
Titus and 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy takes a very different 
approach. For example, it does not include directives 
for the establishment or maintenance of a hierarchy or 
any rules for governing the Church as the others do. 
Instead, it dwells at length on Paul’s personal situa-
tion, in particular his suffering and reflections, in the 
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midst of his imprisonment. Whether it was written by 
Paul or not, 2 Timothy offers a very personal reflec-
tion of a Christian facing loneliness in the midst of 
distress, and the near possibility of death, while look-
ing back on his life’s efforts with satisfaction and in 
hope. In some of the most powerful words of Scrip-
ture, 2 Timothy quotes Paul as follows:

I am already being poured out like a libation, 
and the time of my departure is at hand. I have 
competed well; I have finished the race; I have 
kept the faith. From now on the crown of righ-
teousness awaits me, which the Lord, the just 
judge, will award to me on that day, and not 
only to me, but to all who have longed for his 
appearance. (2 Tm 2:6–8)

The author does not see Paul’s imprisonment and 
death as dishonorable, in spite of abandonment (2 Tm 
1:15–18) and encourages Timothy to see it in the same 
way, and to carry on in the proclamation of the Good 
News, since it was through Jesus Christ’s own impris-
onment, Passion, and Death that death itself was con-
quered (2 Tm 1:6–14; 2:1–9): 

If we have died with him,
 we shall also live with him;
if we persevere,
 we shall also reign with him.
But if we deny him,
 he will deny us.
If we are unfaithful,
 he remains faithful,
 for he cannot deny himself. (2 Tm 2:11–13)

The author also tells Timothy not to get lost in 
pointless disputes, or be swayed by false teachings as 
some in the community apparently have done, but to 
challenge the wayward gently and persuasively (2 Tm 
2:14–26).

Some of Paul’s authentic eschatological concerns 
are in this letter, with dire warnings of the wicked-
ness that will precede the end times (2 Tm 3:1–9). The 
writer, though, has confidence that if Timothy will re-
main rooted in the teachings he has received, and the 
Scriptures that he has known from his youth, he will 
be “competent, equipped for every good work” (2 Tm 
3:10–17).

The letter closes in a very personal way, with a 
lengthy set of hopes, instructions, and greetings. It 
seems appropriate, whether this letter was written by 
Paul or not, that such a faithful and selfless witness 
to the Gospel of Jesus Christ be memorialized in this 
way, confidently proclaiming the Good News to the 
very end: “The Lord will rescue me from every evil 
threat and will bring me safe to his heavenly kingdom. 
To him be glory forever and ever. Amen” (2 Tm 4:18).

Reflect
Describe one way that the teachings of your fami-
ly and Church have left you competent, equipped 
for good work?

Themes in Titus
Paul’s companion, Titus, is mentioned fourteen times 
in the New Testament, including as a Greek convert 
and Paul’s companion (Gal 2:1, 3), an emissary to the 
Corinthian community (2 Cor 8:6, 16, 23), and as a 
missionary to Dalmatia, a peninsula in the Adriatic 
Sea (2 Tm 4:10).

The Letter to Titus explains that Paul’s reason 
for leaving Titus to minister in Crete, an island in 
the Eastern Mediterranean, was so that he could “ap-
point presbyters in every town” (1:5). Presbyter is the 
Greek word for “elder,” and is the word from which 
the modern English word “priest” is derived. It would 
seem at this very early point in the life of the Church 
that, at least in some communities, there was a clear 
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connection between a priest (presbyter) and a bishop 
(episcopos):

For this reason I left you in Crete so that you 
might set right what remains to be done and 
appoint presbyters in every town, as I directed 
you, on condition that a man be blameless, 
married only once, with believing children 
who are not accused of licentiousness or re-
bellious. For a bishop as 
God’s steward must be 
blameless, not arrogant, 
not irritable, not a drunk-
ard, not aggressive, not 
greedy for sordid gain, 
but hospitable, a lover of 
goodness, temperate, just, 
holy, and self-controlled, 
holding fast to the true 
message as taught so that 
he will be able both to ex-
hort with sound doctrine 
and to refute opponents. 
(Ti 1:5–9)

Notice in this passage that 
the author switches from talk-
ing about presbyters and starts 
talking about bishops as if they 
were the same office. In fact, to 
this day, priests cooperate with their bishops in serv-
ing the People of God. They are able to exercise their 
priestly ministry only by depending on the bishop and 
being in faithful communion with him.

It is also important to not miss the careful instruc-
tion given to bishops, to hold “fast to the true mes-
sage as taught so that he will be able both to exhort 
with sound doctrine and to refute opponents” (1:9). 
From the very earliest times, bishops have been given 
the particular task of teaching the faith that has been 

handed down and correcting errors of belief. These 
bishops being appointed by Titus were not eyewit-
nesses themselves. They had been taught a Tradition 
that sprang from the Apostles that was only now being 
recorded, in letters like this one. The early Church was 
quite aware of the importance of remaining faithful to 
the Tradition, even before there was a New Testament. 
To state the obvious, this Tradition, which existed 
before the writings of Paul and the Gospels, was the 

source for letters like Titus. Sa-
cred Tradition exists in the be-
liefs of the Church, both those 
recorded in the Sacred Scrip-
tures and those that were not.

The need for giving correc-
tion was apparently also neces-
sary from the beginning of the 
Church. The churches in Crete 
seem to have been beset by 
some troublesome characters, 
although it is difficult to dis-
cern precisely what was the na-
ture of their problem; perhaps 
some Jewish Christians were 
insisting that Gentile converts 
observe circumcision and the 
old Jewish customs, rites, and 
feasts (Ti 1:10–16). 

Whereas Colossians 3:18–
4:1 and Ephesians 5:2–6:9 gave very clear household 
rules, Titus gives broader rules for the behavior of dif-
fering age groups: older men and women were given 
one set of instructions, younger women their own, as 
well as young men. Common to both young men and 
women was self-control, which becomes so important 
as they pass out of the control of their parents and be-
gin to make important decisions for themselves (Ti 
2:1–10). It is particularly important for young people, 
considering jobs or a life away at college, to hear this 
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particular encouragement and why they should persist 
in the Christian life:

For the grace of God has appeared, saving 
all and training us to reject godless ways and 
worldly desires and to live temperately, just-
ly, and devoutly in this age, as we await the 
blessed hope, the appearance of the glory of 
the great God and of our savior Jesus Christ, 
who gave himself for us to deliver us from all 
lawlessness and to cleanse for himself a peo-
ple as his own, eager to do what is good. (Ti 
2:11–14)

Finally, as in the Letter to the Ephesians, closing words 
of encouragement are offered for faithfully living the 
Christian life (Ti 3:1–11).

Reflect
What are challenges you face in your life to re-
ject godless ways?

The Letter to Philemon
The Letter to Philemon is a very short 335-word let-
ter. It was written during one of Paul’s imprisonments, 
perhaps in Ephesus around AD 55 or from Rome in 
AD 61–63 It is a personal letter from Paul to Philemon.

Who was Philemon? He seems to have been a 
convert of Paul’s, seeing how he owed Paul his “very 
self” (v. 19). He was also likely a person with some 
wealth as he had the capacity to provide hospitality 
for Paul (v. 22) and was able to host his local church 
at his house (v. 2). Philemon also owned slaves. Most 
Greco-Roman households of the time had a number of 
slaves to cook, clean, care for the children, and man-
age the family’s properties and businesses.

The Letter to Philemon contains many elements of 
the style Paul used in all of his letters:

• Greeting (vv. 1–3)

• Thanksgiving (vv. 4–7)
• Body (vv. 8–20)
• Closing: Greeting and Blessing (vv. 21–25)

Themes in Philemon
The subject of the letter involves Philemon’s runaway 
slave, Onesimus. There were many slaves during that 
period, perhaps up to one-half of the population. This 
was the inevitable result of the recent Roman con-
quests of the entire Mediterranean basin, in which the 
Romans enslaved entire cities and nations of people. 
Slavery would eventually recede in the Roman Em-
pire, but not until nearly three centuries later. In the 
first century it would have been hard to imagine a so-
ciety and economy functioning without slaves.

Paul’s own response to the question of slavery was 
complex, and in many ways driven by his perception 
of how quickly he expected the world to end. Rather 
than fight a system that was going to fade away at the 
Lord’s return, he suggested that slaves remain as they 
were, since in the sight of the Lord they were really 
free (1 Cor 7:20). The Pauline school went on to sug-
gest that, if slaves were to remain in that state, they 
should be the best slaves possible, and that masters 
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should remember that they, too, would have to answer 
to the true Master in Heaven for their treatment of 
their slaves (Eph 6:5–10).

Inspired as he was, Paul could see that in the eyes 
of God, the distinction between slaves and their own-
ers did not exist: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male 
and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 
3:28; see also 1 Cor 12:13; Col 3:11). It was in that 
spirit that Paul beseeched Philemon not to punish On-
esimus; he also hints that he should free him and send 
him back to Paul (vv. 13–14). Paul tells Philemon that 
he should at least treat Onesimus as a brother in Christ 
(vv. 15–17).

 Review
1. What concerned Paul about missionaries 

with Jewish roots who may have founded the 
Roman church?

2. Why does it make sense that Paul wrote the 
Letter to the Romans in Greek?

3. What does the Letter to the Romans teach 
about the Paschal Mystery?

4. How do Christians share in the merits of 
Christ’s Death?

5. Describe the unique nature of Corinth. 

6. What happened to the letter of Paul to the 
Corinthians referred to in 1 Corinthians 5:11?

7. What were idolatrous and scandalous is-
sues that spilled over from the Agape to the 
Eucharist in the Corinthian church?

8. How did Paul answer the concern of Christians 
that they were eating meat sacrificed to pa-
gan gods?

9. Define apologetic.

10. What are some main topics addressed in 2 
Corinthians?

11. How did the Letter to the Galatians counter 
the message of the Judaizers?

12. What evidence in writing style indicates 
that Paul did not write the Letter to the 
Ephesians?

13. What was the pattern of blessing used in the 
Letter to the Ephesians that parallels the 
prayers of ancient Judaism?

14. Why do scholars think that the Letter to 
the Philippians may combine more than one 
letter?

15. What are two great mysteries spelled out in 
the Kenotic Hymn of Philippians?

16. Explain what it means in Colossians to say 
that Christ is in the very image of God?

17. What was the earliest letter written by Paul?

18. What are two key issues addressed in 1 
Thessalonians?

19. Who were Silvanus and Timothy?

20. How did the original intention for describing 
the rapture differ from how it is often inter-
preted today?

21. What was the issue related to the disciples 
ceasing work detailed in 2 Thessalonians?

22. Why did 2 Thessalonians shift to cover apoca-
lyptic concerns over eschatological issues?

23. Why are 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus sometimes 
called Pastoral Letters?

24. Why did Paul leave Titus to minister in Crete?

25. What evidence is there that the author of 1 
Timothy was speaking to the culture of the 
day, not in God’s name, when addressing 
women being silent in regards to preaching 
the Gospel?

26. What are some characteristics of bishops de-
scribed in 1 Timothy (and also Titus)?

27. How does 2 Timothy view Paul’s imprisonment 
and death?

28. Who was Philemon?

29. What was Paul’s response to the issue of slav-
ery in the Letter to Philemon?
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The letter to the hebrews
Traditionally the Letter to the Hebrews was associated 
with St. Paul. It is placed after the letters attributed 
to Paul in the New Testament canon. Also, there is a 
reference to Timothy in Hebrews 13:23. Paul had a 
companion named Timothy who was mentioned fre-
quently as a co-author of six of the letters (2 Cor 1:1; 
Phil 1:1; Col 1:1; 1 Thes 1:1; 2 Thes 1:1; Phlm 1:1), as 
Paul’s messenger (1 Cor 4:17; Phil 2:19; 1 Thes 3:2), 
and as the recipient of the two letters himself (1 and 2 
Tm). Unfortunately, the few details in the Letter to the 
Hebrews leave no way of knowing if this Timothy is 
Paul’s companion or someone else. 

It is more accurate to say that the author of He-
brews is anonymous. There is quite a bit of evidence 
in the text that Paul did not write Hebrews. For exam-
ple, the unnamed author admitted that he depended on 
the testimony of “those who had heard” for his belief 
(Heb 2:3). This statement is not typical of Paul, who 
was proud to have been called by Jesus himself (Gal 
1:1). The letter’s content and style, as well, were so 
very different from Paul’s that, from as early as the 
third century, the Church proposed that Paul was not 
its author. As a result, the Letter to the Hebrews was 
not placed in the sequence according to size (remem-
ber that Paul’s letters where placed longest to shortest, 
that is, Romans to Philemon). If arranged by this cri-
teria, Hebrews would be placed between the First and 
Second Letters to the Corinthians. 

Though anonymous, there are several things we 
can know about the Letter to the Hebrews. The author 
wrote using excellent Greek grammar, style, and rhet-
oric, an indication of possessing a classic education. 
This indicates, in the ancient world, that the author 
was probably a man, as only men were provided such 
opportunities. He was almost certainly a Jewish Chris-
tian because of his grasp of the Greek version of the 

Hebrew scriptures, the Septuagint. He quotes from the 
Hebrew scriptures loosely, probably from memory. In 
Hebrews 2:6 he begins a citation from Psalm 8:46 by 
writing “someone has testified somewhere.” Again, in 
Hebrews 4:4, he used that same open-ended kind of 
reference: “For he has spoken somewhere about the 
seventh day in this manner, ‘And God rested on the 
seventh day from all his works.’” These types of refer-
ences also indicate that the community to whom Paul 
wrote was also apparently made up of many converts 
from Judaism as he presumed they would understand 
his passing references to Jewish practices and scrip-
tures without lengthy explanations.

Also, unlike the recipients of Paul’s letters, they 
had been Christians for quite some time and survived 
a time of terrible suffering: 

Remember the days past when, after you had 
been enlightened, you endured a great context 
of suffering. At times you were publicly ex-
posed to abuse and affliction; at other times 
you associated yourselves with those so treat-
ed. You even joined in the sufferings of those 
in prison and joyfully accepted the confisca-
tion of your property, knowing that you had a 
better and lasting possession. (Heb 10:32–34)

The time of suffering seems to have passed, though, 
before the composition of this letter, and the commu-
nity, once so fervent and willing to gladly embrace 
those afflictions, had grown slack in its fervor and 
“sluggish in hearing” (Heb 5:11). It’s this very change 
of heart that provided the author with his motivation 
to compose this Letter to the Hebrews.

These references to the passage of time place this 
letter fairly late, perhaps in the last twenty years of the 
first century. Paul’s letters, you will remember, were 
written considerably earlier in the early to mid AD 
50s. At the same time, though, Hebrews had to have 
been composed before the turn of the first century, 
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because a letter written by Church Fa-
ther St. Clement to the Corinthians is 
dated to AD 96 and cites several refer-
ences to Hebrews.

The Letter to the Hebrews was 
controversial in the years after its cir-
culation. The Church struggled with its 
apparent hard-line stance against apos-
tasy in Hebrews 6:4–6, attributed to the 
demands of Christian life and a grow-
ing indifference to the faith.

Themes in hebrews
The Letter to the Hebrews is written 
as a homily, brilliantly developing the 
theme of Christ as high priest, the mod-
el of our faith. The function of a priest 
is to offer sacrifices. Jesus willingly of-
fered the sacrifice of his life for us and 
for our sins. He is the high priest who 
not only offered the sacrifice on our be-
half, but is also himself the sacrifice. 
In particular, the Letter draws attention 
to the eternal significance of what God 
did through Jesus, offering hope for a 
broken humanity in ways that the year-
ly repeated sacrifices of the old Day of 
Atonement could not (Lv 23:27–32; 
Nm 29:7–11). It is truly the Son of God 
made man who died and was buried on 
our behalf.

Coming to a new understanding of 
sacrifice would have been very impor-
tant to Jewish Christians by the time 
this letter was composed, sometime 
after the destruction of the Temple in 
Jerusalem, the only place where the 
age-old sacrifices of the Jews could be 
conducted correctly. Jewish Christians 
needed to consider how their ancient 

faith was going to adjust to a world 
without a place to fulfill the ritual com-
mands found in Torah. The message of 
this letter is that Jesus’ Death on the 
Cross perfectly achieved, once and for 
all in the true heavenly Temple where 
God was present, the reconciliation be-
tween humanity and God that the year-
ly repeated sacrifices in the humanly 
constructed Jerusalem Temple could 
not (Heb 9:11–15). This would have 
been a great comfort to those Jews who 
had become Christian. In great poetic 
fashion, the epistle compares the an-
cient ministry of the Jewish high priest 
with the ministry of Jesus Christ:

Every high priest is taken from 
among men and made their 
representative before God, to 
offer gifts and sacrifices for 
sins. He is able to deal pa-
tiently with the ignorant and 
erring, for he himself is beset 
by weakness and so, for this 
reason, must make sin offer-
ings for himself as well as for 
the people. (Heb 5:1–3)

An amazing difference between the 
Jewish high priests and Jesus was that 
Christ is “holy, innocent, undefiled, 
separated from sinners, higher than the 
heavens” (Heb 7:26). This purity and 
divinity of Christ does not alienate us 
from him in any way; in fact, it allows 
us to draw nearer to Jesus “because he 
himself was tested through what he suf-
fered, he is able to help those who are 
being tested” (Heb 2:18). A powerful 

Day of Atonement
The Day of Atonement, or 
Yom Kippur, is the holiest 
day of the year for Jews. 
It is a day when Jews ask 
forgiveness for both com-
munal and personal sins; a 
person goes directly to the 
person he or she has of-
fended, if possible, asking 
forgiveness.

apostasy
The denial of Christ and 
the repudiation of the 
Christian faith by a bap-
tized Christian.
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Research and Report
Choose and complete at least two of the following assignments.

• Read 1 Corinthians 12–15 and record answers to the following 
questions:

1. What are the gifts Paul lists in the “Body of Christ” passage in 1 
Corinthians 12?

2. Study the hymn on love in 1 Corinthians 13. Give examples of each 
trait listed in verses 4–7.

3. Study 1 Corinthians 15. What is the result for us if Christ has not 
risen from the dead? In your own words, explain Paul’s image of 
what our resurrected bodies will be like (1 Cor 15:35 ff.).

• Read 1 Timothy and write five specific pieces of advice this 
letter gives. Discuss whether this advice is still applicable for 
the Church today. Give reasons for each answer.

• Construct a one-page biography of St. Paul based on his own 
writings. See www.paulonpaul.org.

• The First and Second Letters to the Thessalonians deal with 
the Second Coming of Christ, also known as the Parousia. 
Prepare a short report on what the Church teaches about this 
future event.

message of the Letter to the Hebrews is that Jesus un-
derstands our human problems and trials, not simply 
because he is the very imprint of an all-knowing God 
(Heb 1:3), but also from his own participation in our 
human nature. 

 Review
1. What is evidence that Paul did not write the 

Letter to the Hebrews?

2. What evidence is there that the author of the 
Letter to the Hebrews was a Jewish Christian?

3. What is Jesus’ role as high priest?

Reflect
How do you feel knowing that the all-powerful 
God participated in our human nature?
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sCRiPTURe PRAyeR (from 2 Corinthians 13:11, 13)

Rejoice. Mend your ways, encourage one another, agree 
with one another, live in peace, and the God of love and 
peace will be with you. 

May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of 
God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all.
Amen.
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letters to an entire Church
Seven letters—James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2, and 3 John, and Jude—are 
classified as catholic or universal letters because they contain general 
advice helpful to the Church at large.

The letter of James
The Letter of James focuses on the response of the believer while of-
fering practical advice on Christian living.

The First letter of Peter
A central theme of the First Letter of Peter, written for Christians liv-
ing in the Diaspora, is that we should imitate the model of Jesus, the 
Suffering Servant.

The letter of Jude and the second letter of 
Peter 
The Second Letter of Peter borrows from the Letter of Jude while 
treating the topic of Christians who were beginning to distort the true 
teaching they received.

The First, second, and Third letters of John
The three Letters of John come from the same tradition as established 
by the author of John’s Gospel, repeating his important themes and 
ideas.

The Revelation to John
The last book of the Bible—also known as the Book of Revelation or the 
Apocalypse—contains apocalyptic writing while reminding the Church 
that God controls the events of history.
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letters to an entire 
Church
There are seven New Testament documents—James, 
1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2, and 3 John, and Jude—that are 
categorized as Catholic Letters. Catholic means uni-
versal. The letters are called catholic for three reasons. 
First, they contain general advice that is helpful to all 
the churches. Second, they were accepted, even if only 
gradually, by all the Eastern and Western churches. 
And third, these letters help us understand better how 
the catholic, that is, universal or worldwide, Church 
developed.

Though each of the authors of these letters is 
identified as an eyewitness of Jesus, like some of the 
Pauline letters, the Catholic Letters were written by 
pseudonymous writers, presenting what the named 
Apostle might well have said in dealing with the situa-
tions that developed in the various churches at the end 
of the first century. The Revelation of John, or Book of 
Revelation, is also discussed in this chapter. It is writ-
ten in apocalyptic style to encourage the Church that 
good will always triumph over evil.

 Review
 What is meant by the classification “catholic 

letters?”

The letter of James
The Letter of James (AD 80s or AD 90s) bears the 
name of the “brother of the Lord,” that is, the pillar 
of the Jerusalem church who was martyred in AD 62. 
This James, identified in Mark 6:3, was influential at 
the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15:13–21), was known 
by Paul (Gal 2:9), and remained the leader of the Jeru-
salem church years later (Acts 21:17–26). In actuality, 
the author of the letter is unknown. Interestingly, the 
first verse of the letter does not identify the author as 
the “brother” or “relative” of the Lord, but as “a slave 
of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (Jas 1:1).

Because the Letter of James lacks the proper 
greeting, thanksgiving, body, and concluding formu-
las of the traditional Greek letters, it really resembles 
an epistle or sermon more than a letter. For exam-
ple, James 2:1–5:11 is organized to offer moral en-
couragement to the readers who are identified as “the 
twelve tribes in the Diaspora” (Jas 1:1). Curiously, the 
name of Jesus is mentioned only twice in the Letter 
of James. A focus of this letter is not so much on the 
role of Christ, but on the response of the believer. It 
also gives much practical, Christ-inspired advice and 
encouragement on themes of Christian living, for ex-
ample, how to handle temptation, how to control the 
tongue, love of neighbor, the power of prayer, and the 
anointing of the sick.
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Themes in James
The Letter of James begins with a series 
of wise sayings that invite the believer to 
an active life, responding both to trials and 
blessings with faith. The letter calls for us 
to avoid evil and choose good, while al-
ways acknowledging that God, the giver 
of all goodness and blessing, will both hear 
and answer our prayer (Jas 1:2–27). The 
author returns to a number of the themes 
from this opening chapter later in the letter.

One of the main themes of the letter is 
God’s preferential love for the poor (Jas 
2:5) and the need for rich people to care 
for the poor. As the letter states, the mea-
sure of true religion is “to care for orphans and wid-
ows in their affliction and to keep oneself unstained 
by the world” (Jas 2:7). The teachings in the Letter 
of James coincide with Jesus’ special concern for the 
poor, recognizing that they were blessed (Lk 6:20), 
and the harder biblical teaching that the rich would be 
toppled from their place of prestige and affluence (Mt 
19:21–24; Lk 1:52–53; 6:24–25). James 2:19 shares a 
short parable comparing the treatment of a rich, well-
dressed man in the synagogue to what might be of-
fered to a poor man.

The comparison of rich to poor is mentioned again 
in James 5:1–6. The author notes that much wealth 
is obtained by cheating the poor of their wages. The 
trouble for those who get rich in this manner is not 
simply that they can’t take their wealth with them 
when they die, but that their unjustly obtained wealth 
will cry out in testimony against them: “your gold and 
silver have corroded, and that corrosion will be a tes-
timony against you; it will devour your flesh like fire” 
(Jas 5:3). The teachings of this letter make up an im-
portant part of the Church’s social teaching. The Cat-
echism of the Catholic Church teaches:

Those who are oppressed by poverty are the 
object of a preferential love on the part of the 
Church which, since her origin and in spite of 
the failings of many of her members, has not 
ceased to work for their relief, defense, and 
liberation through numerous works of charity. 
(CCC, 2448)

Related to the care of the poor is another main 
theme of the Letter of James: the requirement of good 
works in addition to faith. St. Paul very clearly rec-
ognized and taught that a person would be judged ac-
cording to his or her good works (Rom 2:6–10). He 
also taught that we didn’t earn Salvation through those 
works. Only Jesus, as both God and man, in the events 
of his Passion, Death, and Resurrection, has earned 
our Salvation. Faith is the response that is critical to 
our acceptance of the Salvation that Jesus earned for 
us. Some misunderstood this teaching, believing that 
faith meant only some kind of mental assent to God. 
As a result, they believed they didn’t need to do good 
works “in order to be saved.” To draw this conclusion 
they had to ignore both Paul’s own teaching (Rom 
2:6–10) and Jesus’ teaching as well (see, for exam-
ple, Mt 25:31–46). Rather, in our personal faith we 
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submit our intellect and wills to God. With our entire 
being we give assent to God the revealer. The Letter 
of James points out:

What good is it, my brothers, if someone says 
he has faith but does not have works? Can that 
faith save him? If a brother or sister has noth-
ing to wear and has no food for the day, and 
one of you says to them, “Go in peace, keep 
warm, and eat well,” but you do not give them 
the necessities of the body, what good is it? So 
also faith of itself, if it does not have works, is 
dead. (Jas 2:14–17)

James also taught that it was useless to wish 
warmth and food for the cold and hungry while doing 
nothing about it. Mental activity, without physical ac-
tion, in this regard, is useless. It is the same with faith 
in God. As proof, he pointed out that demons believe 
that God exists, but are most definitely not saved. As 
a summary statement on the issue, he concluded, “For 
just as a body without a spirit is dead, so also faith 
without works is dead” (Jas 2:26, a point he also made 
at 2:17, 20). 

Another important instruction of the Letter of 
James is the clear instruction on how the early Church 
had carried out the Lord’s 
directive (Mt 10:4; Lk 
9:2; 10:9) to cure the sick. 
James instructs the sick to 
request presbyters, who 
would pray, lay hands on 
them in prayer, and anoint 
them with oil (Jas 5:14–
15), as the Twelve Apostles 
had done (Mk 6:13). Olive 
oil was used as a healing 
agent at the time, and was 
connected by Jews with 
cures, especially leprosy 

(Lv 14:10–29). This practice, which is part of the rite 
of the Sacrament of Anointing of the Sick, express-
es the confidence of the Church that God hears our 
prayers, and is able to heal the mind, heart, and even 
the body, according to his will.

 Review
1. Why might the letter of James only mention 

the name of Jesus twice?

2. What does the Letter of James say will hap-
pen to those who cheat to acquire their 
wealth?

3. How does the Letter of James describe faith 
without good works?

4. What elements of the Sacrament of the 
Anointing of the Sick are described in the 
Letter of James?

Reflect
How do you understand the need for good works 
to accompany your faith?
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The First letter of Peter
This letter was written in very cultivated Greek, the 
kind of polished style that seems far beyond what was 
possible for a humble fisherman, so when, in the very 
first verse, the author is identified as “Peter, an Apos-
tle,” our suspicions about the authorship are rightly 
raised. The closing verses, interestingly, indicate that 
Silvanus assisted the author in writing this work. Sil-
vanus was mentioned three times in the Pauline let-
ters (2 Cor 1:19; 1 Thes 1:1; 2 Thes 1:1). It is worth 
considering whether Peter supplied the content, and 
Silvanus supplied the elegant writing style and vocab-
ulary. Many ancient authors (modern ones too) used 
such help to improve their documents. The author also 
sent greetings from Babylon, an early Christian, cryp-
tic way of implying Rome (Rv 14:8; 17:5–6; 18:2–3), 
the very place where, the early Church believed, Peter 
ended his life and ministry as a martyr during Nero’s 
persecution, between AD 64 and 70 (1 Pt 5:12). This 
might argue in favor of accepting Peter as the actu-
al author of the letter. If so, the letter may have been 
written between AD 60–65.

Also, the First Letter of Peter expresses a theo-
logical approach that is very similar to Paul’s. One cu-
rious possibility is that, since Paul had encountered 
Peter in a number of circumstances, and perhaps even 
studied under him (Gal 2:1–9), what is understood as 
Paul’s theology was actually gleaned from Peter. Per-
haps Paul learned from Peter either in Jerusalem or 
Antioch, where they both lived for a time (Acts 11:25–
26; Gal 2:11).

More precisely, however, today’s scholarship 
classifies the First Letter of Peter as pseudonymous, 
written by a disciple of Peter in Rome to some com-
munities in southern Asia Minor, perhaps sometime 
between AD 70–90. Because the author curiously 
quotes the Septuagint, or Greek version, of the Bible 

and Peter, a native Aramaic speaker, would have been 
more familiar with the Hebrew edition than the Greek 
one, a disciple of Peter, perhaps Silvanus, might be re-
sponsible for providing the Greek wording of the texts 
to which the author referred.

Perhaps the strongest evidence, though, that Peter 
could not be responsible for the content of this letter is 
that there are references to widespread persecution of 
Christians, something that didn’t happen until the time 
of the Roman emperor Domitian. Since his reign was 
AD 81–96, it would have been a very late date for Pe-
ter to have written, as it is presumed that he died much 
earlier, as above, in Nero’s persecution of Christians 
by AD 70. 

The letter was composed to the chosen in the dis-
persion, or Diaspora, living in Pontus, Galatia, Cappa-
docia, Asia, and Bithynia. These are names of Roman 
provinces in the countries known today as Turkey and 
Syria. Prior to the conquest of this region in the sev-
enth century by Islamic armies, there were thriving 
Christian communities throughout the Near East.
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Themes in 1 Peter
A central theme in the First Letter of Pe-
ter is that Jesus is the Suffering Servant, 
the model in whose footsteps the suffer-
ing should walk (1 Pt 2:21). The First 
Letter of Peter also gives the New Tes-
tament’s clearest teaching on suffering, 
especially the suffering of innocents.

It is important for those who have 
come to expect abundance as normal 
to be aware that the Scriptures do not 
promise an easy life. In fact, 1 Peter 
emphasizes that it is precisely through 
working through the difficulties of 
life that our faith becomes authentic. 
With that in mind, 1 Peter returns to 
the theme of suffering repeatedly, es-
pecially comforting readers who were 
estranged from their Gentile neighbors 
because of religious differences. True 
believers at any time in history, who try 
to live a good and moral life, can find 
themselves misunderstood and even 
ridiculed by their neighbors. This letter 
appeals to anyone enduring mockery 
at the hands of others, especially when 
trying to do or be right and good. In 
that case, the letter counsels the readers 
to see themselves accompanied by the 
Suffering Jesus (1 Pt 1:6–13). 

The message of 1 Peter is not in-
tended to imply that God prefers that 
people suffer. However, since suffering 
is a part of the human condition, the let-
ter encourages us to join our own suf-
ferings with those of Christ for the sake 
of others. The First Letter of Peter also 
makes many references to Baptism, re-
inforcing the belief that it was written 

for converts. The themes of Christian 
vocation and suffering for Christ are 
also connected in the following:

But rejoice to the extent that 
you share in the sufferings of 
Christ, so that when his glory 
is revealed you may also re-
joice exultantly. If you are in-
sulted for the name of Christ, 
blessed are you, for the Spirit 
of glory and of God rests upon 
you. (Gal 4:13–14)

The author of 1 Peter recognized 
the need for providing households with 
guidance for living in the world, while 
awaiting the Lord’s return. Everyone 
was to do good works and to behave 
well, with the hope that good behavior 
would save others. This meant obeying 
just authorities and even honoring them 
(1 Pt 2:12–17).

 Review
1. How does the First Letter of 

Peter raise the possibility that 
Paul’s theology was actually 
learned from Peter?

2. What is the strongest evidence 
that Peter did not write 1 Peter?

3. How does the First Letter of 
Peter encourage people to re-
spond to suffering?

Reflect
How have you incorporated the 
message of 1 Peter that faith be-
comes authentic only through work-
ing through life’s difficulties?

Suffering Servant
A title for Jesus that was 
foretold in the Book of 
Isaiah. By his redemp-
tive Death, Jesus fulfilled 
Isaiah’s prophecy.
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The letter of Jude 
and the second letter  
of Peter 
The Letter of Jude and the Second Letter of Peter are 
treated together because 2 Peter borrows heavily from 
Jude 1:4–16.

In a minimal way, the Letter of Jude (AD 90–100) 
can be considered a letter, as it does seem to be ad-
dressed to a particular community. It has some of the 
Greek elements of a letter, including a closing for-
mula. However, the entire work resembles more an 
epistle or sermon. The names of “Jude” and “Judas” 
are identical in the original Greek. The name “Jude” 
was used in English to distinguish this person from 
Judas Iscariot who betrayed Jesus. Tradition holds that 
the Judas mentioned as a relative of Jesus (Mt 13:55 
and Mk 6:3) was the author of this letter. However, 
because of doubts to the identity of Jude, it is really 
another pseudonymous work. The Letter of Jude is 
hard-hitting: it speaks out strongly against certain out-
siders who have come into the Church and who are 
upsetting faithful Christians by deviating from the ap-
ostolic faith and engaging in various acts of immoral-
ity, probably sexual in nature.

The Second Letter of Peter is also a pseudonymous 
work, penned to a general audience, perhaps from 
Rome to Christians in Asia Minor. Since it incorporates 
a majority of the Letter of Jude, most scholars believe 
that the Second Letter of Peter is the last New Testa-
ment work written, dated as late as AD 130. Like Jude, 
2 Peter is also concerned with Christians who were be-
ginning to distort the true teaching they received. The 
author—writing as Peter—tells how he heard God’s 
voice at the Transfiguration. Thus, he speaks with au-
thority against false prophets infiltrating the commu-
nities to which the letter is addressed. He assures his 
readers that God will punish these false teachers.

Reflect
How can you be sure that your life is an authentic 
witness to the Gospel?

Themes in Jude
The author of Jude considered faith to be a body of 
belief, handed down from Jesus Christ and passed 
on through God’s holy ones (Jude 1:3–4). Faith is 
not subject to change, although some “intruders” and 
“godless persons” (Jude 1:4) were intent on trying to 
do so. The letter doesn’t say what the false teachings 
were. That doesn’t seem to be the point. The essen-
tial message for Christians of every generation is that 
no one is entitled to tamper with the core and eternal 
truths of the faith.

Jude points out with three examples that God’s re-
sponse to false belief has been severe punishment: the 
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inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah were punished 
by fire for their evil ways (Jude 7; Gn 19:1–28); the 
Israelites who couldn’t trust God were fated to die in 
the desert without entering the Promised Land (Jude 
5; from Nm 14:1–38); and even angels who disobeyed 
God were imprisoned for their offenses (Jude 6; Gn 
6:1–4, as interpreted by nonbiblical stories found in 1 
Enoch 10–13).

The troublemakers that Jude addressed “defile the 
flesh,” like the people of Sodom and Gomorrah; they 
“scorn leadership,” like the Israelites who rebelled 
against God’s plan for them; and they “revile glorious 
beings,” like the angels who abandoned their heaven-
ly life to take on flesh. In essence, these agitators are 
worse than the examples because they follow all their 
sins, not just one.

Jude shows why remaining true to the faith of the 
Apostles is important so as to have an objective stan-
dard for Christian faith and Christian living, both of 
which go hand-in-hand. The verses of the Letter of 
Jude that best represent its major theme also refer to 
the Blessed Trinity:

But you, beloved, build yourselves up in your 
most holy faith; pray in the holy Spirit. Keep 
yourselves in the love of God and wait for the 
mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ that leads to 
eternal life. (Jude 1:20–21)

Themes in 2 Peter
The Second Letter of Peter encourages its readers to 
remain faithful to the true teaching of the Church and 
to continue to live the Christian life. While advanc-
ing in virtue, readers are invited to share in the divine 
nature of God, through God’s glory and power. To do 
this, we will need to grow in faith, virtue, knowledge, 
self-control, endurance, devotion, mutual affection 
and love (2 Pt 1:3–9). 

A particular problem, which the author of this let-
ter addresses, are the “scoffers” who, having noted 
that the Apostles were dying and the Lord had not re-
turned, were beginning to deny the Parousia, the re-
turn of the Lord, altogether. The letter instructs them 
that the mercy of God is at work in the delay, giving 
everyone a chance for repentance:

But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that 
with the Lord one day is like a thousand years 
and a thousand years like one day. The Lord 
does not delay his promise, as some regard 
“delay,” but he is patient with you, not wish-
ing that any should perish but that all should 
come to repentance. (2 Pt 3:8–9)

The homily ends, encouraging readers with a remind-
er of Paul’s teaching, to be ready for the day of the 
Lord whenever it should come (2 Pt 3:15–18). 

 Review
1. Why are the Letter of Jude and the Second 

Letter of Peter often studied and viewed 
together?

2. What is the essential message of the Letter of 
Jude?

3. How does 2 Peter address the “scoffers” who 
had begun to deny the Parousia?
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The First,  
second, and Third 
letters of John
The three Letters of John come from 
the same tradition established by the 
author of John’s Gospel, repeating his 
important themes and ideas. All the let-
ters were written sometime after the 
Gospel of John, perhaps in the late 90s 
or around the year 100. 

The First Letter of John is no doubt 
the most important of the three letters, 
though it is missing the elements of a 
letter, and may be more properly cat-
egorized as an epistle. It was written 
with a sense of urgency to bolster com-
munities threatened by false teachings. 
The particular brand of Gnosticism that 
infected the communities for whom the 
letter was addressed was Docetism. 
In effect, the Docetists denied the In-
carnation of Christ. The First Letter of 
John relentlessly attacks these views 
throughout the letter. More information 
about this subject and the themes of all 
three letters of John follows.

Themes in 1 John
The prologue to the First Letter of 
John is very similar to the prologue 
of the Gospel of John, calling to mind 
the beginning of things and the Logos 
that comes from the Father. There are 
also differences between the two pro-
logues. For example, the word “we” 
is used only twice and “us” only once 
in the eighteen-verse Gospel prologue. 

In the shorter four-verse prologue of 
1 John, “we” is used seven times and 
“us” twice. The focus has clearly shift-
ed slightly off the work of the “Word” 
to the reception and response of that 
message by the Johannine community. 

A theme common to 1 John and 
other New Testament writings is that 
the world is transitory, that is, “passing 
away,” as is evidenced by the presence 
of antichrists. This is a very negative 
term that occurs only four times in all 
of Scripture: three times in the First 
Letter of John, and once in the Second 
Letter of John. You may have heard the 
term antichrist used today to describe 
one person who will rise up against 
the Church and the world. However, as 
these four citations attest, there is more 
than one antichrist: “Who is the liar? 
Whoever denies that Jesus is the Christ. 
Whoever denies the Father and the Son, 
this is the antichrist” (1 Jn 2:22). 

The issue surrounding Docetists 
arose in part from the many Greek phil-
osophical schools that tried to distin-
guish between what was real and what 
was illusion. In the ancient world there 
were many ideas floating around about 
the need to escape the physical to en-
ter the world of knowledge and ideas. 
Some early believers went adrift from 
true Christianity, creating for them-
selves a fusion between the faith they 
had received and ideas that encour-
aged escape from the physical world. 
Those teaching Docetism claimed to 
have received special knowledge (in 
the Greek, gnosis) about Jesus and the 

Docetism
From the Greek word dokeo 
(“to seem”), it was a he-
retical belief that Jesus only 
seemed to be human. In ef-
fect, Docetists denied the 
Incarnation of Jesus.

antichrists
 Antichrists are people 
who deny that Jesus is the 
Messiah.
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Christian life, knowledge they claimed they received 
from mystical experiences with Christ. If Docetists 
believed that the body was an illusion, they might 
conclude either that the only way to be saved was to 
deny the body, as some apparently did, or that it didn’t 
make any difference what a person did with his or her 
own body; since it was all an illusion anyway, there 
could be no sin. For many Docetists, good works done 
with the body were equally meaningless. This led to a 
denial of the Incarnation by the Docetists, something 
that seems to have been addressed very clearly in 1 
John:

Beloved, do not trust every spirit but test the 
spirits to see whether they belong to God, be-
cause many false prophets have gone out into 
the world. This is how you can know the Spirit 
of God: every spirit that acknowledges Jesus 
Christ come in the flesh belongs to God, and 
every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus 
does not belong to God. (1 Jn 4:1–3a)

The First Letter of John relentlessly attacks the 
Docetist views throughout the letter. God loves us in 
the midst of our undeserving brokenness and sin, and 
sent his Son to save us from that condition, motivated 
only by that love. The desire to embrace his Father’s 
plan for our Salvation inspired Jesus’ very life. By his 
human free will, Christ freely submitted himself to the 
will of his Father, embracing his Father’s redeeming 
love on our behalf. Anyone who doesn’t know or ap-
preciate this side of God can only pretend to actually 
know God. Likewise, anyone who doesn’t, in turn, also 
love his or her neighbor is not from God (1 Jn 4:1–22). 
Translated to action, this involves seeing one’s neigh-
bor as “another self” (CCC, 1931). Further, we are to 
especially serve those who are disadvantaged for our 
love of God (Mt 25:4). This was, in no way, a polite 
suggestion. It was a command from Jesus (Mt 22:39; 
Mk 12:31; Lv 19:18), which the author of 1 John un-
derstood as the key to the whole Law (Rom 13:9; Gal 
5:14; Jas 2:8). So 1 John can repeat with assurance, 
“This is the commandment we have from him: who-
ever loves God must also love his brother” (4:21).

Reflect
How have you discovered God’s love through lov-
ing your neighbor?

Themes in 2 John
The Second Letter of John, a very short work, begins 
with a traditional opening in the Hellenistic style. It is 
addressed from the “Presbyter” to “the chosen Lady” 
and “to her children.” The images connect to a par-
ticular Christian community with “children” who are 
its members. Unlike the First Letter of John, this letter 
addresses a specific problem in the Church and is not 
intended as a theological sermon. The opening vers-
es of the letter emphasize two themes, truth and love, 
that were dear to the beloved disciple’s teaching (e.g., 
truth: Jn 1:14; 16:13–17; love: 3:16; 14:21–31) and 
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celebrate that the community (the “Lady’s children”) 
walk in that truth (2 John v. 4).

After reminding the recipients to remain rooted in 
love (vv. 5–6), the same key point of First John, the 
letter moves to its primary concern. While the Lady’s 
people do not seem to have been influenced, yet, by 
the troublemaking Gnostics who denied that Jesus 
had come in the flesh, missionaries representing this 
false teaching and practice seem to be on their way: 
(2 Jn 7–9). The Presbyter warns them not to welcome 
anyone who had gone so far beyond the teachings of 
Christ that they weren’t, in fact, from God at all:

If anyone comes to you and does not bring this 
doctrine, do not receive him in your house or 
even greet him; for whoever greets him shares 
in his evil works. (2 Jn 10–11)

The letter closes, appropriately, with notice of fu-
ture contact and greetings.

Themes in 3 John
The Third Letter of John is the shortest letter in the 
New Testament. It differs from the other two letters 
of John in that it is addressed to an individual, Gai-
us, from the Presbyter. The sender has received good 
news of Gaius’s own fidelity (as one of “my children”) 
and Gaius seems to have been one of the Presbyter’s 
converts (vv. 3–4).

The point of the letter is to encourage Gaius to re-
main helpful to the traveling missionaries. Like Paul 
(1 Cor 9:14–15), these missionaries were not taking 
assistance from the Gentiles to whom they preached 
because it would have made them seem like beggars: 
“Therefore, we ought to support such persons, so that 
we may be co-workers in the truth” (3 Jn 8).

The trouble was that another Christian leader, 
Diotrephes, was behaving poorly, not only failing to 
respond to letters from the Presbyter and refusing to 
receive missionaries or help them on their way, but 

actually expelling them from the local church. The 
Presbyter intended to come and expose Diotrephes’s 
bad behavior (3 Jn 9–10).

In the meantime, the Presbyter was sending a fine 
man, Demetrius to be received by the local church, and 
was hoping that Gaius would not imitate Diotrephes 
and would do the right thing by him. As in the Second 
Letter of John, the author closed with an apology for the 
short letter and with the hope to see Gaius face to face, 
sending greetings to the “friends” in the community.

This short letter offers a brief glimpse of the minute 
details of the early Church, especially how personali-
ties and everyday questions of doctrine and faith played 
a part in shaping the doctrine and faith of the universal 
Church both for the current time and for all time.

 Review
1. What are differences between the prologue 

in the Gospel of John and the prologue in the 
First Letter of John?

2. How do the First and Second Letters of John 
define the antichrist?

3. What did the Docetists believe about the 
body?

4. What does 1 John teach is the key to the en-
tire Law?

5. Who is the Second Letter of John addressed 
from? Who is it addressed to?

6. What is the specific problem addressed in the 
Second Letter of John?

7. How is the Third Letter of John different than 
the other two letters?

Reflect
What is a question you have about Church life 
that you have always wanted answered?
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The Revelation to John
The Revelation to John (also known as the Book of 
Revelation or the Apocalypse) is the last book of the 
biblical canon, written approximately AD 92–96. It is 
perhaps the least read and most misunderstood, pri-
marily because it is so highly symbolic. While it con-
tains several types of biblical literature, the dominant 
literary form is apocalyptic writing, which was popu-
lar in Jewish circles between 200 BC and AD 200. The 
Book of Daniel (especially Dn 7–12) is an excellent 
example of apocalyptic writing from the Old Testa-
ment. (The feature “Tracing the Symbols in the Book 
of Revelation” on pages 296–298 details some of the 
connections between the Book of Daniel and the Rev-
elation to John.)

The basic message of apocalyptic writing is that 
God controls history and the outcome of events, not 
the present evil rulers or the forces of evil. God will 
usher in a golden age of peace and justice, “a new 
heaven and a new earth” (Rv 21:1). The glorious out-
come is God’s pure gift; nothing we do can bring it 
about. In the meantime, we should patiently endure 
suffering and live a Christian life.

However, apocalyptic writing couches this simple 
message in a style that is both highly symbolic and 
weirdly imaginative, talking about multi-headed drag-
ons and beasts, a Christ-figure with seven horns and 
seven eyes, and trumpets blasting out plagues on hu-
manity. An ancient scholar said that studying Revela-
tion either finds us crazy or makes us crazy. St. Jerome 
commented that it contains as many secrets as it does 
words.

The author of Revelation is a prophet named 
John. He was exiled to the island of Patmos because 
he publicly preached the Gospel. John of Patmos is 
not the same person who wrote the Gospel of John 
or the letters of John. The author was probably an 

Aramaic-speaking Jewish Christian who had great 
command of the Hebrew scriptures, especially the 
apocalyptic writings. He alludes to the Books of Dan-
iel, Ezekiel, Isaiah, and Zechariah. His Greek is the 
poorest in the New Testament and, at times, ungram-
matical. One theory claims John of Patmos left Pal-
estine at the time of the Jewish revolt of the late 60s 
and may have settled in Ephesus. His contact with the 
Ephesus church may have given him some familiarity 
with the Gospel of John and the Johannine writings.

Themes in the  
Revelation to John
The prophet John claims that the Lord Jesus sent him 
visions to unveil what is going to take place in the fu-
ture—the ultimate victory of God. This unveiling al-
lows us to see things from the heavenly perspective. 
This message was to be read aloud, most probably in the 
Sunday liturgies, to reassure those who were suffering 
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that the Lamb of God has triumphed! 
Victory is ours. Persevere: “I am com-
ing soon” (Rv 22:20). The first verses of 
Revelation introduce this theme:

The revelation of Jesus Christ, 
which God gave to him, to 
show his servants what must 
happen soon. He made it 
known by sending his angel 
to his servant John, who gives 
witness to the word of God 
and to the testimony of Jesus 
Christ by reporting what he 
saw. Blessed is the one who 
reads aloud and blessed are 
those who listen to this pro-
phetic message and heed what 
is written in it, for the appoint-
ed time is near. (Rv 1:1–3)

In essence, John pulled back the 
veil that separated the earth from the 
very throne room of God in the Heav-
ens, and the presence of Jesus, who had 
been slain but now lived. While caught 
up in that experience, he was ordered 
to write what he experienced and send 
it on to seven churches (Rv 1:10–20). 
The Revelation to John is the account 
of the visions he saw at that time.

Time and again John was summoned 
back to that throne room to witness the 
spectacle of the heavenly throng at wor-
ship before God in all his glory (Rv 4, 
7, 11, 14, 19, 20, 21–22). Seated around 
God were his servitors, including twen-
ty-four elders, representing the old Is-
rael of the twelve tribes, and the new 
Israel founded by the Twelve Apostles. 

Also there were the four wildly depicted 
cherubim from Ezekiel (Ez 10:22–23). 
With ecstatic fervor, after the cheru-
bim would sing “Holy, holy holy,” the 
throng before the throne would worship 
God, crying out: 

Worthy are you, Lord our God, 
 to receive glory and honor and  

 power,
for you created all things; 
 because of your will they came  

 to be and were created.” (Rv  
 4:11)

They also sang of 
the worthiness of the 
Lamb who was slain, 
in essence acknowledging 
that Jesus, too, was God and 
worthy of praise (Rv 5:9–14).

Many of the depictions of 
Heaven seem very liturgical, that 
is, as intended for public worship. At 
times they resemble Jewish ritual, with 
a seven-torch menorah, and other times 
they are clearly Christian in appearance, 
with hymn singing (Rv 14:14) and the 
144,000 white-robed survivors of the 
persecution (Rv 14:4–8). The number 
itself is quite symbolic, since the square 
of twelve means old Israel and new Is-
rael, the Church, as above. Multiply-
ing that number by one thousand, the 
final number equates with an all-but-
uncountable number of witnesses to the 
Lamb who was slain. In fact, John saw 
an innumerable crowd “from every na-
tion, race, people, and tongue” standing 
before the throne (Rv 7:9). Contrary to 

cherubim
Angelic creatures men-
tioned in the Book of 
Revelation. They are con-
sidered to be a high rank of 
angels along with seraphim.
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some so-called Christian sects who claim otherwise, the 
number 144,000 represents all God’s People and not 
just a certain number.

All of the elements of John’s visions make perfect 
sense in the world for which he was writing, and the 
first generation of readers had no trouble figuring out 
what was meant by them. Various modern commen-
tators who try to suggest modern events and people 
as the meaning implied by John’s visions are severely 
misguided. John of Patmos wrote the Book of Revela-
tion to wavering Christians of his day to encourage 
them to remain faithful during times of persecution, 
false teaching, and complacency. Revelation’s sec-
ond theme for Christians is to remain hopeful. Christ 
will ultimately vanquish the powers of this world that 
are persecuting Christians. He has already rescued us 
from sin and death by his Death and Resurrection. In 
the coming battle he will conquer for all time the forc-
es of evil: the unholy trinity of Satan (the dragon) and 
his two minions—the beast of the sea (the emperor) 
and the beast of the land (the local authority). Rome 
will fall. Satan will be sent to Hell for all time. And 
the heavenly city, Jerusalem, will be established for 
eternity. 

That doesn’t mean that the Book of Revelation 
doesn’t have meaning for you. You can consider the 
abuse of power in your own time and recognize that 
many “Romes,” many destructive empires, have ris-
en and fallen since the time of Jesus. The Church has 
often suffered at their hands. God always triumphs. 
But that is only part of the message. The messages 
to the seven churches in Revelation 2–3 are offered 
with a variety of recognitions, encouragements, and 
chastisements. 

The seven churches were praised for their love 
and faith, for discerning true Apostles, and for their 
endurance in not growing weary even when weak or 
facing martyrdom. They were encouraged not to be 
afraid of coming suffering, including imprisonment, 

and to hold fast in hard times. A few were chastised 
for not having the love they once had, for tolerating 
dissenters and tempters among their ranks, and for ap-
pearing alive but really being lukewarm in their faith. 
While persecution did seem to be an occasional prob-
lem in some of the churches, only one person, Antipas 
of Pergamum, had suffered martyrdom (Rv 2:13). A 
much bigger problem seems to be that not all were as 
fervent as they once were. Some seem to be more in-
fluenced by passions and wealth than by the faith they 
once had.

This makes sense in light of the social and eco-
nomic conditions of the Roman Empire. The Romans 
had cleared the Mediterranean Sea of pirates, open-
ing up sea-going trade. It also built roads, enabling 
the quick movement of troops to troubled spots in the 
empire, but also enabling the movement of goods and 
merchandise. With the effective Roman governance, 
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banditry was reduced and the once frequent wars be-
tween the now conquered peoples were almost com-
pletely eliminated. Merchants could venture out safely 
for the very first time in human history to large tracks 
of the Mediterranean and European regions to carry 
on their trade. The economy was prosperous. There 
was a lot of money to be made!

People began to speak and write about the Pax 
Romana, the Roman peace, and all the prosperity it 
brought. It was all very seductive, and, as the letters 
to the seven churches indicates, some believers were 
succumbing to worldly ways. It is no surprise that one 
of the key symbols of the city of Rome, itself, in Rev-
elation is the seductive figure of a person available to 
engage in sex for hire:

I saw a woman seated on a scarlet beast that 
was covered with blasphemous names, with 
seven heads and ten horns. The woman was 
wearing purple and scarlet and adorned with 
gold, precious stones, and pearls. She held in 
her hand a gold cup that was filled with the 
abominable and sordid deeds of her harlotry. 
On her forehead was written a name, which is 
a mystery, “Babylon the great, the mother of 
harlots and of the abominations of the earth.” 
I saw that the woman was drunk on the blood 
of the holy ones and on the blood of the wit-
nesses to Jesus. (Rv 17:3–6)

If the identity of the woman was in doubt to any 
reader, John clarified that the seven heads represent 
“the seven hills upon which the woman sat” (Rv 17:9). 
Rome was known from antiquity as the city of seven 
hills. Babylon, used by Daniel to represent the abusive 
rule of Antiochus IV, was now used by John to repre-
sent Rome, a city of great wealth, hence the gold and 
precious stones.

One of the most important warnings of the Revela-
tion of John to its readers was for them to not surrender 

to the allure of wealth. Rome promised much, and car-
ried through for a few who accepted Rome’s values 
and worshipped Roman gods and emperors. But a day 
of wrath and judgment was coming in which Babylon 
(Rome) would be judged, convicted, and destroyed. 
Then what would become of those who had given them-
selves over to the beast? The prophet John answers:

The merchants of the earth will weep and mourn 
for her, because there will be no more markets 
for their cargo: their cargo of gold, silver, pre-
cious stones, and pearls; fine linen, purple silk, 
and scarlet cloth; fragrant wood of every kind, 
all articles of ivory and all articles of the most 
expensive wood, bronze, iron, and marble; 
cinnamon, spice, incense, myrrh, and frankin-
cense; wine, olive oil, fine flour, and wheat; cat-
tle and sheep, horses and chariots, and slaves, 
that is, human beings. (Rv 18:11–13)

One of the seeming constants about religion seems 
to be that the more prosperity there is, the more eas-
ily humans convince themselves that they don’t really 
need God. Crises then arise, hearts are broken, and 
earthquakes, tornadoes, and wildfires destroy. Even 
for those who escape the above, sickness and old age, 
and the weakness that accompanies it, set in. 

The Book of Revelation would warn you, if you live 
in affluence, not to forget your God because you have the 
distractions of things and opportunities in abundance. 
This world is passing away, and the Lord will come, as 
taught over and over in the Scriptures, like a thief, unan-
nounced, when you least expect (Rv 3:3; 16:15).

 Review
1. Who is the author of the Revelation to John?

2. Who was seated around God in Heaven ac-
cording to the accounts in Revelation?

3. What does the number 144,000 represent in 
the Book of Revelation?
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TRACiNG The symBols iN The Book oF 
RevelATioN
The style of the Book of Revelation, while fascinating, may seem 
peculiarly unique to many people. Those who have read the Old 
Testament extensively, however, know that the book represents 
an “apocalyptic” genre of literature. In fact, the Book of Revelation 
(or the Apocalypse) is the most well-known example of this genre. 
But the origins of apocalyptic writing are much older, finding its roots 
in the Old Testament Books of Ezekiel and Daniel. (Interestingly, of 
the 404 verses in the Book of Revelation, 278 allude to Old Testament 
passages, though there are no direct quotations.) Recall from Chap-
ter 1E that both of those books were written in times of great stress. 
Ezekiel’s prophecies preceded the fall of Judah to Babylon. The Book 
of Daniel was written while the Jews were experiencing terrible persecution at the hands of the 
Greek Seleucid kingdom in Syria. Both prophets used very figurative language to communicate to 
the people of their time. 

The original audiences of the Books of Ezekiel and Daniel both understood the meanings of the 
symbols because they were specifically intended for them. In fact, apocalyptic symbolism only 
works well when it is read from the perspective of the original writers and readers. For example, 
the prophet Daniel wisely disguised his appeal to the Jewish people to remain faithful to their re-
ligious roots by speaking, not of the Seleucids who were persecuting them at that time, but rather 
of the captivity in Babylon three hundred years earlier. His readers saw through his clever ruse and 
knew he wasn’t writing about either the past or the future. They easily recognized that he was 
really talking about King Antiochus IV of Syria. It would have been foolish of the author of Daniel 
to write a scroll that spoke ill of Antiochus and called him by name. In fact, doing so would have 
meant death for both the writer and the possessor. For that reason, Daniel disguised his message in 
cryptic, hidden language.

Consider the example in Daniel 7 of Daniel having a vision at night of the sea. The sea itself was 
terrifying to the ancients—chaotic and uncontrollable. Out of the sea in Daniel’s vision rose four 
terrible beasts: “The first was like a lion, but with eagle’s wings” (Dn 7:4). The winged lion was an 
easily identifiable symbol of ancient Babylon. In fact, such beasts were carved with some frequency 
onto Babylonian architecture. It was safe to use it in Daniel’s time because hundreds of years had 
passed since Babylonian captivity. The next vision was a bear with fierce tusks, a fitting symbol for 
the rapacious and destructive Median Empire, which gave orders to devour much flesh. Following 
that came a winged leopard, swiftest of animals, and a suitable representative of the kingdom 
quickly founded by Cyrus of Persia. These three animals and the ancient kingdoms they represented 
were not the real point of the vision. It was the next monster, the fourth beast, that really held the 
key lesson:
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After this, in the visions of the night I saw the fourth beast, different from all the others, 
terrifying, horrible, and of extraordinary strength; it had great iron teeth with which it 
devoured and crushed, and what was left it trampled with its feet. I was considering the 
ten horns it had, when suddenly another, a little horn, sprang out of their midst, and 
three of the previous horns were torn away to make room for it. This horn had eyes like 
a man, and a mouth that spoke arrogantly. (Dn 7:7–8)

The ten horns would seemingly be the kings of the Seleucid dynasty, and the little horn was certainly 
Antiochus the IV (175–163 BC), cleverly disguised. 

Daniel’s vision, then, shifted its focus to the throne room of God in Heaven, with thousands upon 
thousands waiting upon the “Ancient One,” blazingly glorious on his throne. The fourth beast was 
condemned, slain, and consigned to the flames, and one like a “son of man” was given authority and 
power, and an unending kingdom (Dn 7:9–14). 

It is important to understand that none of the beasts of Daniel’s visions represented future events. 
The first three all represented events from the past. The fourth beast was a symbol for events that 
were taking place at present to the composition of the Book of Daniel. Anyone in the age current to 
the Book of Daniel trying to prophesy future events based on the visions of the lion, bear, leopard, 
or ten-horned beast would have been misguided in their efforts. The prophecies had already come to 
pass. Daniel’s vision was intended to remind his readers that God was really in control, in the Heavens, 
and that the terrible oppressors would have their own day of judgment. In the meantime, the Jewish 
people had to remain faithful to their “Ancient One,” to their God.

John of Patmos recognized the value of this kind of symbolic writing and borrowed, not only the 
style of visionary writing, but also the imagery itself from Daniel. Revelation 13 describes a vision in 
which a horrifying figure comes out of the sea. John’s vision contains elements that should be familiar:

Then I saw a beast come out of the sea with ten horns and seven heads; on its horns were 
ten diadems, and on its heads blasphemous names. The beast I saw was like a leopard, 
but it had feet like a bear’s, and its mouth was like the mouth of a lion. To it the dragon 
gave its own power and throne, along with great authority. I saw that one of its heads 
seemed to have been mortally wounded, but this mortal wound was healed. Fascinated, 
the whole world followed after the beast. (Rv 13:1–3)

The visionary beast in John’s vision was a combination of all the beasts of Daniel’s vision, incorpo-
rating the worst of all of them, and adding new horrifying elements: seven heads, blasphemous names, 
and mortal wounds.

It doesn’t take too much imagination to figure out who this monstrous creature represents, at least 
if you know the key from the Book of Daniel that the prior beasts all represented oppressive empires 
of the past. John was writing when the greatest empire of the Western world, Rome, was at the height 
of its crushing power. Rome had completely swallowed the territories of all the former empires and 
extended itself into entirely new realms. As far as the people of the Mediterranean world could judge, 
Rome was the beast that had conquered their known world. 

The meaning of the “dragon” as Satan was previously documented in Revelation: “The huge dragon, 
the ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, who deceived the whole world, was thrown 
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down to earth, and its angels were throw down with it” (Rv 12:9). The dragon gave its power to the 
beast—Rome—to wreak his violence upon the world. So if the seven-headed beast represented Rome, 
the heads themselves almost certainly represented the emperors. It had become fashionable to speak 
of some of the emperors as divine and even to worship them. Temples in Rome were constructed, 
priesthoods appointed, and sacrifices were stipulated. Coins were printed with graven images of the 
emperors and their temples, and words such as Augustus Divus—“the divine Augustus.” Jews and 
Christians alike considered these titles blasphemous and the worship of the emperors as idolatrous.

The “mortally wounded” head described in Revelation 13:3 may be a reference to the legend that 
the Emperor Nero (AD 37–68), a man who had a reputation for terrible violence, having assassinated 
two wives and his own mother, among others, would come back to life and rule again after his death. 
Or it could connect to the theory that the Emperor Domitian (AD 81–96) seemed to embody all the 
cruelty and impiety of Nero and was thus Nero redivivus (“Nero reborn”)—that is, the head that had 
been mortally wounded but healed in John’s vision. The vision continued with the dragon, Satan, giv-
ing his authority to the beast, Rome, for an extended period of time, during which Rome waged war 
against the holy ones, that is, the early Church

Revelation 13:11–18 describes John’s vision of a second beast, a two-horned, lamblike creature 
with a dragon’s voice arising from the earth, mockingly similar to one of the symbols described for 
Jesus in Revelation 5:6: “a Lamb that seemed to have been slain.” This beast forced everyone to be 
given a stamped image of the beast’s name or the number that stood for its name on their hands or 
foreheads. The number was 666.

The number six, one short of seven, is associated with imperfection. The number 666 is ultimate 
imperfection, incompleteness, and meaninglessness. Many scholars calculate that it corresponds to 
Nero. They calculate that when the name Nero(n) Caesar is written in Hebrew letters, its numerical 
equivalent is 666. The formula for NRWN QSR is 50+200+6+50+100+60+200=666. It was a twice-clever 
ploy to identify and mock the Roman emperors as a whole in this way because of another connection 
of the number “7.” In the Book of Revelation, there are seven churches receiving the revelation (1:4, 
11), seven gold lamp stands (1:12), seven stars (1:16), seven flames representing the seven spirits of 
God (4:5), and seven seals (5:1, 5; 6:1). There were seven angels bearing seven trumpets before God 
(6:2, 6), seven thunders that cried out (10:3–4), seven angels with seven plagues, and seven bowls 
of God’s wrath (15:1–16:1; 17:1; 21:9). Most significantly, the Lamb who had been slain, that is, Je-
sus, had seven horns and seven eyes (5:6). The number seven was clearly identified with God and his 
servants.

This association didn’t go uncontested by the forces of evil, since these many sevens were coun-
tered by a seven-headed dragon with seven diadems (12:3; 17:3, 7), and the beast out of the sea with 
seven heads (13:1), representing the seven hills of Rome and its seven kings (17:9–11). These were the 
symbols of the emperors, claiming to be gods. 

The number actually assigned to Caesar Nero, and all his imperial colleagues, though, was 666, the 
meaning of which is “6” not “7,” “6” not “7,” “6” not “7.” In essence, 666 means “not God, not God, 
not God.” The emperors, with their successes and splendors, may have fooled the world by appearing 

to come close to divinity, but they were simply and absolutely not God!
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4. Why did John of Patmos write the Book of 
Revelation?

5. How did Pax Romana lead to a wavering 
faith among Christians?

6. What does Babylon symbolize in the Book of 
Revelation?

7. What does the Book of Revelation warn 
about affluence?

8. How should Revelation 13:1–3 be 
interpreted?

9. What is the meaning of the mark of the 
beast, 666?

Reflect
• How have you heard the Book of 

Revelation incorrectly quoted by 
someone in modern culture?

• Who are modern “Romes” that bring the 
Church suffering?

Research and Report
Do one of the following assignments related to the symbols in the Revelation to John:
• Research the origins and meanings of the symbols listed below. Cite other Scripture refer-

ences and explanations from Jewish, Christian, and other traditions to their meanings.
• Develop an art project around one or more of the symbols in the Book of Revelation. 

Write a short report to accompany the artwork and share both in a presentation to your 
classmates.

symbols in the Book of Revelation
Numbers
• 7 means wholeness or perfection.
• 6, one short of 7 means, imperfection.
• 3 ½  is half of seven and thus also represents imperfection.
• 12 signifies Israel or the Twelve Apostles.
• 1,000 symbolizes an incalculable amount of eternity.
• 144,000 is a symbol of the new Israel that embraces every nation, race, people, and 

language.

Colors
• Black represents death, unfaithfulness, evil.
• Red means violence, killing, the blood of witnesses.
• White symbolize purity and victory.

Names and Figures
• Babylon, the ancient city that persecuted Jews, stands for the modern persecutor of 

Christians, Rome.
• A dragon represents evil.
• Four Horses of the Apocalypse: the white horse symbolizes conquering power, the red 

horse signifies bloody war, the black horse means famine, and the green horse repre-
sents death.

• A horn symbolizes power while eyes symbolize knowledge. Describing Jesus having 
seven eyes and seven horns is a symbolic way of saying he is all-powerful and all-
knowing.
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sCRiPTURe PRAyeR (from 1 John 4:7–8)

Let us love one another,
because love is of God;
everyone who loves is begotten by 
God and knows God. 

Heavenly Father, increase your grace 
in my life.
Help me to live in your love.
Amen.
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Final Reflections
The heart of all Scripture is the Gospels, the Good News of Jesus 
Christ.

Jesus is the New Covenant
The New Covenant of Jesus Christ was signed and sealed in the events 
of his Paschal Mystery.
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Final Reflections
The twenty-seven books of the New Testament are 
divided into three categories the Gospels, the letters 
written to local Christian communities or individuals, 
and the letters intended for the entire Church. The in-
teresting Revelation to John, the last book of the Bi-
ble, reminds us that the Lord is in control of history 
and that good will conquer over evil.

The heart of the New Testament, in fact of all 
Scripture, is the Gospels. The New Testament is cen-
tral to our knowledge of Jesus Christ. He is the focus 
of all Scripture.

Jesus is the New 
Covenant
Jesus fulfilled the Law of the Old Testament by giv-
ing a New Law of love that requires us to look to our 
interior motives as well as our external behavior. He 
taught that God’s covenant love extends not only to a 
Chosen People, but to all people everywhere.

Jesus fulfilled the prophets. He was the perfect 
prophet who spoke for God because he was God’s 
own Son. His words and actions showed that God was 
actively present in the world: saving, redeeming, and 
healing people. Jesus proclaimed the coming of God’s 
reign and showed in his words and actions that the 
Kingdom of God was alive in the world.

Jesus’ life and ministry reveal him as the fulfill-
ment of the prophet’s hope for a Servant-Messiah. His 
message of complete trust in God, his healing of the 
sick, and his compassion toward sinners bring com-
pletion to the prophets of the Old Testament.

Finally, Jesus is God’s New Covenant. This cov-
enant was signed and sealed in the events of his Paschal 
Mystery—his saving life, Passion, Death, Resurrection, 
and glorious Ascension. This Paschal Mystery is the ul-
timate expression of God’s fidelity to the covenant. 

The New Testament continues and fulfills the Old 
Testament; it does not contradict the Old Testament. 
The New Testament reveals that God has extended his 
loving-kindness and his Salvation to all people. Jesus 
is the New Covenant. The books of the New Testa-
ment tell his story and what our relationship with him 
should be like.

Reflect
Write the names of the twenty-seven books of 
the New Testament by heart. See if you can group 
them into the following categories: Gospels, the 
New Testament Letters, and Catholic Letters.
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Defining Bible Scholarship
While it is a worthwhile academic task to gain knowl-
edge about the Bible, the best thing about becoming a 
“Bible scholar” is simply that you get to meet God in 
your studies. It is refreshing to think of your studies 
as a personal “Temple” where you can open yourself 
to not only new thoughts but also new insights. The 

goal is to give God the “raw materials” of your care-
ful thoughts and studies in order to allow him to speak 
through them. Furthermore, no question is off limits. 
Study is not true to yourself if you avoid hard ques-
tions. Often it is the hard questions that most challenge 
you to think, read, and be open to the guidance of God.

The only rule of asking hard questions is: Don’t 
ask if you aren’t prepared to think through the pos-
sible responses. A common problem for some students 

how To 
ReAD AND PRAy  
wiTh The BiBle
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who study the Bible is that they believe just asking the 
question is impressive. That is only part of the task, 
however. Once you ask the question, you must think it 
through and work toward some kind of response, even 
if the response ends up with: “I’m not sure, but it was 
well worth thinking this through!”

It is true that studying the Bible, on the one hand, 
and using the Bible for personal prayer, on the other 
hand, may not always be the same thing. It is pos-
sible, however, to engage in both tasks without seeing 
them as conflicting with each other. There are many 
Catholics and other Christians who believe that seri-
ous study of the Bible actually prevents them from 
personal prayer and devotional study with the Bible. 
This should not be the case because it suggests that 
Christians can’t be allowed to know very much 
about the Bible or it will disturb their 
prayers. Perhaps a better point of view is 
this: The more you know and study the 
Bible, the more informed 
are your prayers! As 
the Pontifical Biblical 
Commission’s study 
“The Interpretation of 
the Bible in the Church” 
begins: “The study of the 
Bible is . . . the soul of theolo-
gy.” Let’s explore some of these 
ideas further.

One form of Bible study involves 
private study and prayer. This is what you do on 
your own—with your Bible and other helpful resourc-
es in a private and quiet place where you are free to 
engage in open thought and contemplation. But this is 
by no means the only form of academic or devotional 
study of the Bible, though it is definitely one form. 
There are a number of things that can help you in this 
endeavor.

 Review
What is the only rule of asking hard questions for 
Bible study?

Reflect
What is your reaction to the statement “The 
more you know and study the Bible, the more 
informed are your prayers”?

helps for Private Bible 
study
To begin, you need your own Bible. Make sure that 

you have the latest edition of a good 
translation—for example, The New 

American Bible, The New Revised 
Standard Version, or The New 

Jerusalem Bible. It is not a bad 
idea to have more than one 

edition and to compare the 
readings between them. 

Translation, after all, is 
partly an art as well as 
a science, and opinions 

may vary even among bib-
lical scholars on questions of how 
to best render the meaning of a 

foreign word or phrase into English.
Furthermore, do not study with a 

treasured “Old Family Bible.” You need a copy of 
the Bible that you can write in. In fact, write all over 
it! Write notes in the margins, at the bottom of the 
page, everywhere you have questions or have inter-
esting observations. If you have a Bible that is an old 
heirloom, keep it as an heirloom and not as a Study 
Bible. A Bible that is heavily written on, pages filled 
with notes, is a wonderful sight. It is a Bible that is 
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being read and used and studied. Get over the idea that 
you “shouldn’t write” in the Bible. Nonsense. This is 
a book to be read and studied, not admired from a 
distance!

However, Bible study is, as you have gathered 
from working through this book, not a simple matter 
of reading. Reading the Bible is the beginning, not the 
end, of serious study of the Bible. Like studying any 
subject, being serious about Bible study means invest-
ing in some assistance. The minimum helps for seri-
ous Bible study are:
• A Bible Dictionary
• A One-Volume Bible Commentary
• A Bible Concordance

Bible dictionary
A Bible Dictionary is a tremendously important re-
source. In a Bible Dictionary, you can look up names 
of characters in the Bible, names of cities or villages, 
and even important events. Most good dictionaries 
also have sets of maps so that you usually do not need 
a separate Bible Atlas (although these can be useful if 
you have a particular interest in geographical issues 
related to the Bible).

There are some Bible Dictionaries that are actu-
ally virtual encyclopedias and are very expensive. The 
Anchor Bible Dictionary, for example, is a six-volume 
set that sells for over $500. While such a set would be 
a worthwhile investment and would give you a great 
deal of critically important information, it is far be-
yond a mere Bible Dictionary. There are many other 
dictionaries, such as the HarperCollins Bible Diction-
ary or the Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible, that are 
single-volume projects.

Bible Commentary
A Bible Commentary is also an important resource 
to know about. A Bible Commentary is a scholarly 
work that systematically works through every verse 

of a book of the Bible. A good commentary can be 
a very helpful companion. The advantage is that the 
Bible Commentary is “following you” through the 
Bible, and you can go from the Bible reading, over to 
the commentary, and the commentary will be talking 
about precisely the verse you are working on.

Start with a good one-volume Bible Commentary. 
Obviously, if you are purchasing a one-volume com-
mentary on the entire Bible, you are not going to get 
very extensive comments on the verses you are study-
ing, but it will give you some helpful ideas as you read 
along. Excellent one-volume commentaries are:
• The New Jerome Bible Commentary (Prentice 

Hall)
• The Oxford Bible Commentary (Oxford Univer-

sity Press) 
• The International Bible Commentary: A Catholic 

and Ecumenical Commentary for the Twenty-
First Century (Liturgical Press)

• The Collegeville Bible Commentary (Liturgical 
Press)

• The Global Bible Commentary (Abingdon Press)

If you want more extensive discussions of the 
verses or books of the Bible that you are working with, 
then you need to move toward multi-volume commen-
taries that are entire sets of books. They typically fea-
ture an individual scholar’s works on individual books 
of the Bible. Some commentaries even feature more 
than one volume on a single book of the Bible. For 
example, Professor Claus Westermann wrote three 
volumes on the Book of Genesis, and Fr. Raymond 
Brown famously wrote two large volumes on the Gos-
pel of John. Some of the most significant commentary 
series include:
• Sacra Pagina (New Testament; Michael Glazier 

Publisher)
• Berit Olam (Old Testament; Michael Glazier 

Publisher)
• The Collegeville Bible Commentary (Liturgical 

Press)
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• The Old Testament Library (Westminster/John 
Knox Press)

• The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary 
(Abingdon Books)

• The Anchor Bible Commentary (Now called 
Yale Anchor Bible Commentary; Yale University 
Press)

• The Hermeneia Commentary (Fortress Press)
• The Word Bible Commentary (Word Books)
• Interpretation (John Knox Press)

While it is true that whole sets of commentaries 
may look really nice on your bookshelf, they represent 
a very serious investment of money, and therefore the 
average serious Bible student can simply access these 
books at a public or university library. Catholic high 
schools, however, may want to seriously consider 
many of these sets as wise investments to encourage 
Bible study among advanced high school students.

 Review
1. Why should you not study with an “Old Family 

Bible”?

2. What are the minimum helps for Bible study?

Before Using a 
Commentary
Before consulting a commentary, however, make sure 
that you have read through the passage a number of 
times, and have asked yourself the following kinds of 
questions:

1. What book is this passage in? Do I have a good 
sense of when this was written or at least the 
time period that it is talking about?

2. What kind of literature is this? Is it poetry? Is it 
a speech? Is it a story?

3. What is the context? What comes before and 
after, and how does this help me to understand 
what is happening?

4. Are there any words that I do not understand? 
Have I looked up any confusing names or words 
in a Bible Dictionary?

There is lots of debate between scholars, and be-
tween students, about whether you should read the 
Bible itself a few times before reading any commen-
taries, or whether you can go back and forth between 
the Bible and the commentary. Frankly, either way is 
appropriate as long as you are comfortable with the 
biblical passage itself.

One additional message: Stay off the Internet. The 
Internet is not a good source of information for Bible 

study, other than possibly using it as a dic-
tionary for names of cities and definitions 
of some terms. Why? Because anybody 
can write on the Internet—no matter their 
lack of qualifications. There is some pretty 
strange stuff on the Internet. Read it for en-

tertainment if you wish, but not se-
rious study. Nothing takes the 

place of a good library.
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Sometimes the commentaries like those suggested 
in this section are online in electronic form. That is 
quite a different matter. If you know what the source 
is, that is fine. If you are just “surfing the Net,” then 
be very careful.

Going Further: Asking the 
Harder Questions
After you have covered the basics of reading a Bible 
passage (e.g., What book is it in? What is the immedi-
ate context? What kind of writing is this? What dif-
ference does it make to answer these first questions?), 
then move to more probing questions. Ask things like:
• How do I know that this happened this way?
• Would I have said the same kinds of things that 

the characters in the passage are saying?
• How would I have reacted differently to the 

situation?

Think about your own life context. In what way 
does your cultural background suggest other ways 
of thinking about these issues raised by what you 
are reading? If your background is from a particular 
nationality or culture, how might this story be read 
differently if it was set in a more familiar cultural 
context—how would you react differently? Or would 
your reaction be similar? Also ask questions about the 
setting of this passage.

Even more interesting is to consider questions that 
probe beyond what was written in the passage. For 
example:
• Who are we not hearing in this passage?
• Are there women in the scene who are not speak-

ing? Why or why not?
• Are there social or economic issues being raised 

by the text I am reading? For example, have I 
considered the political context of Jesus speaking 
to a Roman centurion in Matthew 8 (there was 
potential danger of speaking to a man of such 
authority).

Don’t forget, Bible study is only as good as the 
questions we are willing to ask; the more difficult the 
question, the more we may experience an interest-
ing response that we have not considered before. Do 
not be afraid to raise questions related to your own 
background and cultural context. After all, one of the 
most important things that Church leaders and biblical 
scholars have come to understand in recent years is 
that all Bible reading involves an interaction between 
the words of the Bible and a reader! All readers of the 
Bible have a cultural context—nobody reads the Bible 
without assumptions, experiences, and backgrounds.

 Review
1. Why is the Internet not a good source for 

Bible study?

2. What does it mean to say that all readers of 
the Bible come with a cultural context?

Reflect
• Rate and explain your motivation for 

continuing Bible study.

• When studying the Bible, which do you 
prefer reading first: the Bible passage or 
the commentary on the Bible passage? 
Why? 

• What are some “probing” personal 
questions you have about the Bible?
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Tips for Group Prayer and 
study
Bible study should never be undertaken completely 
alone all of the time. In other words, serious Bible 
study also belongs in the Church as part of our com-
mon life together as the People of God. While you 
could spend many hours in private study, it is also im-
portant to share the Bible with others. It is in groups 
that you have the ability to share your insights, your 
questions, and your wondering. However, many peo-
ple are afraid of gathering a group for Bible study if 
a leader with some experience is not available to help 
the group. If you do not have someone willing to lead 
a Bible study, don’t be discouraged. There are ways 
that you can work around this problem and still main-
tain a workable, rewarding group Bible study.

If you do not have a leader, you should turn to 
Bible study workbooks and programs to help you. The 
Catholic Church has a number of such programs avail-
able (e.g., The Little Rock Bible Study or the Colleg-
eville Bible Commentary, both from Liturgical Press). 
Programs of this kind are for serious groups who 
want to gather and study the Bible together. There are 
workbooks, guidebooks, and suggestions for group 
discussion.

However, you need to be careful here. There are 
lots of Bible study programs available, but many are 
of questionable quality and some have a particular re-
ligious or even political agenda. Be careful to know 
the denominational background of any Bible study 
material you are considering. Is it Catholic or Protes-
tant? A Catholic-based Bible study ought to be famil-
iar with a statement issued by the Pontifical Biblical 
Commission, titled “The Interpretation of the Bible 
in the Church” (available in the January 6, 1994, edi-
tion of Origins). This is a powerful and helpful state-
ment about the serious study of the Bible, and reading 

it through can be a very helpful exercise for a group 
wanting to start a serious Bible study. Also, if you 
have materials that discourage some kinds of ques-
tions, or insist that each member of the Bible study 
agree on certain points, then you should question the 
appropriateness of the program for you. Bible study 
should always be open to questions and dialogue.

 Review
1. Why is it important to undertake serious Bible 

study with others?

2. What are some ways to work around not hav-
ing a leader for Bible study?
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scripture study Guided by 
the Church
All Catholics can join in the process of understand-
ing the meaning of Scripture. It is an ongoing exer-
cise of prayerful dialogue and study. Each succeeding 
generation raises questions about the Scriptures and 
keeps the dialogue going. In 1943 Pope Pius XII is-
sued his encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu (“Inspired 
by the Divine Spirit”) to promote biblical scholarship. 
Later, the Preface to the Pontifical Biblical Commis-
sion document promoted the study of the Bible and 
stated that it “is never finished; each age must in its 
own way newly seek to understand the sacred books.”

In order for us to interpret Scripture correctly, we 
must pay attention to both what the human author want-
ed to say and what the Holy Spirit intended to communi-
cate. To find out the human author’s intentions, we must 
take into account the time and culture, the literary forms 
of the time, and the manner of speaking and thinking 
that was current then. Since Scripture is inspired, they 
“must be read and interpreted in the light by the same 
Spirit by whom it was written” (Dei Verbum, 12 § 3). 
The Second Vatican Council offered three criteria for 
interpreting Scripture in the light of the Holy Spirit:

1. Look closely at the content and unity of the 
whole Scripture.

2. Read the Scripture within “the living Tradition 
of the whole Church.”

3. Be attentive to the analogy of faith. This means 
the unity of the truths of faith among themselves 
and within the whole context of God’ Revelation.

Our understanding and wisdom of the Scriptures 
increases over time. And a compassionate God has not 
abandoned us only to the words in the Scriptures. The 
Holy Spirit continues to lead us through the Church. 
Recall that the Church teaches that there are two sens-
es of Scripture: the literal and spiritual.

The literal sense of Scripture is foundational. It re-
fers to what the actual words directly mean, either in a 
precise sense (e.g., the narrative of the Passion) or in a 
figurative sense (e.g., a metaphor or parable).

The spiritual sense refers to how the words of 
Scripture can be signs of something more profound. 
Understanding the Bible in this way is important for 
a student of the Old Testament. The spiritual sense has 
three parts. The allegorical sense helps us understand 
how some of the events of the Old Testament prefigure 
Christ; for example, the crossing of the Red Sea sym-
bolizes Christ’s victory over death. The moral sense 
teaches us how to act in a right way; for example, that 
Abraham’s faith obliges us to believe in Christ. The 
anagogical sense (from a Greek word for “leading”) 
helps us to relate what the events of Scripture have to 
do with our final destiny—Heaven.

It is the task of those who study the Bible to work 
according to these rules toward a better understanding 
and explanation of the Scripture. The Magisterium of 
the Church is ultimately responsible for “watching over 
and interpreting the Word of God” (Dei Verbum, § 3).
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Praying with the Bible
Finally, it is essential to conclude your study of the Bi-
ble with a reminder that the Bible is primarily a book 
of prayer. While acknowledging that Bible study and 
prayer are not different, let’s conclude by examining 
a traditional way to pray using Scripture (and other 
spiritual materials) called lectio divina, which literally 
means “divine reading.”

You can also think of lectio divina as “prayerful 
reading.” St. Benedict of Nursia in the sixth century 
left instructions in his Rule of St. Benedict for doing 
divine reading. His instructions can be divided into 
three steps:

•	 The first step, lectio, involves selecting a 
spiritual reading, in this case Scripture. Once 

you select a passage, you are to read the 
passage until a verse or phrase strikes you. 
At this point you are to stop and begin your 
meditation.

•	 The second step, meditatio (meditation), asks 
you to pause and to let the meaning sink into 
your mind and heart. Mentally repeat the 
words over and over again. Let them become 
part of you. Appreciate what they are say-
ing. After spending some time pondering the 
meaning of the words, you turn to the prayer.

•	 The third step, oratio, is from the Latin word 
for prayer. In this step, you speak to God 
about the phrase, or simply sit in God’s pres-
ence and let him speak to you. When you find 
that you have exhausted your prayer, or when 
you become distracted, return to the pas-
sage again and begin to read until you come 
to another phrase that seems to be speaking 
directly to you. Then continue the process as 
before.

Prayer is the key ingredient to grow in 
friendship with Jesus. The Bible is the source 
for prayer. Studying the Scripture is an exer-
cise in knowing God, and adding the element 
of prayer is helpful for meeting the Lord and 
knowing him intimately.

 Review
What are the three steps of lectio divina?
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Research and Report
Choose and complete both of the following assignments:

• Locate an “Old Family Bible.” Interview family members to 
find out its history (how old it is, the occasion for when it was 
purchased, its place of origin). Also, ask older family members 
(born before 1960) what they remember learning about the 
Bible when they were in school or religious education pro-
grams. Write up your findings in a short report.

• Purchase a “Study Bible” if you haven’t already done so. From 
information you have gleaned in this course, write at least 
five new significant margin notes for any of the books of the 
Old Testament or New Testament.

sCRiPTURe PRAyeR (from John 3:16)

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so 
that everyone who believes in him might not perish but 
might have eternal life.

Alleluia! 
Alleluia! 
Alleluia! 
Amen.
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Catechism of the Catholic 
Church References to  
sacred scripture 

Christ—The Unique Word 
of Sacred Scripture (CCC, 
101–104)
• The Scriptures are the Word of God expressed in 

human language.
• The Scriptures reveal the Word of God, Jesus 

Christ, who became man and like us in every-
thing but sin. St. Augustine wrote:

You recall that one and the same Word of God 
extends throughout Scripture, that it is one and 
the same Utterance that resounds in the mouths 
of all the sacred writers, since he who was in 
the beginning god with God has no need of 
separate syllables; for he is not subject to time.

• The Church constantly finds her nourishment and 
strength in Sacred Scripture.

Inspiration and Truth of Sa-
cred Scripture (CCC, 105–108)
• God is the true author of the Sacred Scriptures, 

both the Old and New Testaments. In other words, 

the Holy Spirit inspired the human authors of the 
Bible. Inspiration, therefore, refers to the Holy 
Spirit teaching truth through the Bible without 
destroying the free and personal activity of the hu-
man writer. We must read and interpret the Bible 
inspired by the same Spirit who wrote it:

In composing the sacred books, God chose 
men and while employed by him they made 
use of their powers and abilities, so that with 
him acting in them and through them, they, as 
true authors, consigned to writing everything 
and only those things which he wanted. (Con-
stitution on Divine Revelation)

The Holy Spirit, Interpreter 
of Scripture (CCC, 109–114)
• “Sacred Scripture must be read and interpreted in 

light of the same Spirit by whom it was written” 
(Dei Verbum, 3). How is this done? In reading 
the Bible special attention must be given to three 
modes of study:

1. Pay attention to the Bible as a whole, not 
just individual passages or even books. The 
entire Scripture presents God’s plan, with 
Christ at the center of it.

2. Read the Bible in light of the living Tradi-
tion of the Church. The Scripture is written 
and remains alive because it is interpreted by 

CATholiC  
hANDBook  
FoR FAiTh
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the Holy Spirit through the Church. Scrip-
ture must be read from the perspective of the 
Church rather than individualistically—that 
is, you must consider what the Church says 
about its meaning.

3. Be attentive to the analogy of faith. This 
means the unity and consistency of the 
truths of faith among themselves and within 
the whole plan of God’s Revelation.

The Senses of Scripture 
(CCC, 115–119)
• The Church reminds us that there are two senses 

of Scripture: the literal and the spiritual (which 
has three divisions; see CCC, 117). 

The literal sense is foundational. It refers to what 
the words of Scripture actually mean, using sound 
rules for interpretation.

The spiritual sense refers to how the texts, realities, 
and events in the Bible can be signs. The allegorical 
sense helps us understand how some event of the Old 
Testament prefigures Christ, for example, the crossing 
of the Red Sea symbolizes Christ’s victory over death. 
The moral sense refers to how the events in Scripture 
can help us act justly. The anagogical sense (from the 
Greek word for “leading”) helps us see how events 
lead us to our final destiny—Heaven. For example, the 
Church on earth is a sign of the heavenly Jerusalem. 
Given this background on how the Church interprets 
Scripture, we can turn to uncovering more about the 
subcategories of the historical-literary method.
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The old Testament
The Pentateuch The Prophetic Books

Genesis Gn Isaiah Is

Exodus Ex Jeremiah Jer

Leviticus Lv Lamentations Lam

Numbers Nm Baruch Bar

Deuteronomy Dt Ezekiel Ez

Daniel Dn
The historical Books Hosea Hos

Joshua Jos Joel Jl

Judges Jgs Amos Am

Ruth Ru Obadiah Ob

1 Samuel 1 Sm Jonah Jon

2 Samuel 2 Sm Micah Mi

1 Kings 1 Kgs Nahum Na

2 Kings 2 Kgs Habakkuk Hb

1 Chronicles 1 Chr Zephaniah Zep

2 Chronicles 2 Chr Haggai Hg

Ezra Ezr Zechariah Zec

Nehemiah Neh Malachi Mal

Tobit Tb

Judith Jdt

Esther Est

1 Maccabees 1 Mc

2 Maccabees 2 Mc

The wisdom Books

Job Jb

Psalms Ps(s)

Proverbs Prv

Ecclesiastes Eccl

Song of Songs Sg

Wisdom Wis

Sirach Sir

The New Testament
The Gospels The Catholic letters

Matthew Mt James Jas

Mark Mk 1 Peter 1 Pt

Luke Lk 2 Peter 2 Pt

John Jn 1 John 1 Jn

Acts of the Apostles Acts 2 John 2 Jn

3 John 3 Jn

Jude Jude
The New Testament letters Revelation Rv

Romans Rom

1 Corinthians 1 Cor

2 Corinthians 2 Cor

Galatians Gal

Ephesians Eph

Philippians Phil

Colossians Col

1 Thessalonians 1 Thes

2 Thessalonians 2 Thes

1 Timothy 1 Tm

2 Timothy 2 Tm

Titus Ti

Philemon Phlm

Hebrews Heb

The Canon of Scripture (CCC, 120–130)
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how to locate a scripture 
Passage
Example: 2 Tm 3:16–17
1. Determine the name of the book.

The abbreviation “2 Tm” stands for the Second 
Letter to Timothy.

2. Determine whether the book is in the Old Testa-
ment or New Testament.
The Second Letter to Timothy is one of the New 
Testament Letters.

3. Locate the chapter where the passage occurs.
The first number before the colon—“3”—indi-
cates the chapter. Chapters in the Bible are set off 
by the larger numbers that divide a book.

4. Locate the verses of the passage.
The numbers after the colon indicate the verses 
referred to. In this case, verses 16 and 17 of chap-
ter 3.

5. Read the passage.
For example: “All Scripture is inspired by God 
and is useful for teaching, for refutation, for cor-
rection, and for training in righteousness, so that 
one who belongs to God may be competent, 
equipped for every good work.”

Relationship between  
scripture and Tradition
The Church does not derive the revealed truths of God 
from the holy Scriptures alone. The Sacred Tradition 
hands on God’s Word, first given to the Apostles by 
the Lord and the Holy Spirit, to the successors of the 
Apostles (the bishops and the pope). Enlightened by 
the Holy Spirit, these successors faithfully preserve, 
explain, and spread it to the ends of the earth. Pope 
John Paul II taught that the Holy Spirit is “the princi-
pal agent of the whole of the Church’s mission” (quot-
ed in CCC, 852). As the Church’s mission proceeds, 
it unfolds the mission of Christ. The Second Vatican 
Council Fathers explained the relationship between 
Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition, and how this 
task of the Church is completed:

It is clear therefore that, in the supremely wise 
arrangement of God, Sacred Tradition, Sacred 
Scripture, and the Magisterium of the Church 
are so connected and associated that one of 
them cannot stand without the others. Work-
ing together, each in its own way, under the 
action of the one Holy Spirit, they all contrib-
ute effectively to the salvation of souls. (Dei 
Verbum, 10)

Licensed to Holy Family High School College Preparatory for the 2014–15 school year.



 318 Appendix

Relevant Church Teaching 
on Reading and studying 
scripture

If one carefully reads the Scriptures, he will 
find there the word on the subject of Christ and 
the prefiguration of the new calling. He is in-
deed the hidden treasure in the field—the field 
in fact is the world—but in truth, the hidden 
treasure in the Scriptures is Christ. Because he 
is designed by types and words that humanly 
are not possible to understand before the ac-
complishment of all things, that is, Christ’s 
second coming.

—St. Irenaeus (second century AD)

[Christ’s words] are not only those which he 
spoke when he became a man and tabernacled 
in the flesh; for before that time, Christ, the 
Word of God, was in Moses and the prophets 
. . . [their words] were filled with the Spirit of 
Christ.

—Origen (third century AD)

You recall that one and the same Word of God 
extends throughout Scripture, that it is one 
and the same Utterance that resounds in the 
mouths of all the sacred writers, since he who 
was in the beginning God with God has no 
need of separate syllables; for he is not subject 
to time.

 The Scriptures are in fact, in any passage 
you care to choose, singing of Christ, pro-
vided we have ears that are capable of pick-
ing out the tune. The Lord opened the minds 
of the Apostles so that they understood the 

Scriptures. That he will open our minds too 
is our prayer.

—St. Augustine of Hippo  
(fifth century AD)

My dear young friends, I urge you to become 
familiar with the Bible, and to have it at hand 
so that it can be your compass pointing out the 
road to follow. By reading it, you will learn 
to know Christ. Note what St. Jerome said in 
this regard: “Ignorance of the Scriptures is ig-
norance of Christ” (PL 24,17; cf Dei Verbum, 
25). A time-honored way to study and Savior 
the Word of God is lectio divina, which con-
stitutes a real and veritable spiritual journey 
marked out in stages. After the lectio, which 
consists of reading and rereading a passage 
from Sacred Scripture and taking in the main 
elements, we proceed to meditatio. This is a 
moment of interior reflection in which the soul 
turns to God and tries to understand what his 
Word is saying to us today. Then comes oratio 
in which we linger to talk with God directly. 
Finally we come to contemplatio. This helps 
us to keep our hearts attentive to the pres-
ence of Christ whose Word is “a lamp shining 
in a dark place, until the day dawns and the 
morning star rises in your hearts” (2 Pet 1:19). 
Reading, study and meditation of the Word 
should then flow into a life of consistent fidel-
ity to Christ and his teachings.

 St. James tells us: “Be doers of the word, 
and not merely hearers who deceive them-
selves. For if any are hearers of the word and 
not doers, they are like those who look at them-
selves in a mirror; for they look at themselves 
and, on going away, immediately forget what 
they were like. But those who look into the 
perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, 
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being not hearers who forget but doers who 
act—they will be blessed in their doing” 
(1:22–25). Those who listen to the Word of 
God and refer to it always, are constructing 
their existence on solid foundations. “Every-
one then who hears these words of mine and 
acts on them,” Jesus said, “will be like a wise 
man who built his house on rock” (Mt 7:24). 
It will not collapse when bad weather comes.

 To build your life on Christ, to accept 
the Word with joy and put its teachings into 
practice: this, young people of the third mil-
lennium, should be your program! There is 
an urgent need for the emergence of a new 
generation of Apostles anchored firmly in the 
Word of Christ, capable of responding to the 
challenges of our times and prepared to spread 
the Gospel far and wide. It is this that the Lord 
asks of you, it is to this that the Church invites 
you, and it is this that the world—even though 
it may not be aware of it—expects of you! If 
Jesus calls you, do not be afraid to respond to 
him with generosity, especially when he asks 
you to follow him in the consecrated life or in 
the priesthood. Do not be afraid; trust in him 
and you will not be disappointed.

—Pope Benedict XVI (twenty-first 
century AD)
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Adonai
The name used to replace YHWH by Jews when read-
ing from the Hebrew scriptures. The name simply 
means “Lord.”

Agape
The word agape translates to unconditional and 
thoughtful love. The Agape feasts described in the 
New Testament refer to meals shared by Christians 
prior to celebrating the Eucharist.

anthropomorphic
The attribution of human motivation, characteristics, 
or behavior to inanimate objects, animals, or natural 
phenomena.

antichrists
Antichrists are people who deny that Jesus is the 
Messiah.

anti-Semitism
Unfounded prejudice against the Jewish people. 

apocalyptic literature
A highly symbolic style of writing in which hidden 
truths are revealed within a narrative framework. The 
revelation is often delivered by an angelic or vision-
ary being.

apocalyptic
From a word meaning “revelation” or “unveiling.” 
Apocalyptic writings, usually written in times of cri-
sis, use highly symbolic language to bolster faith by 
reassuring believers that the current age, subject to the 
forces of evil, will end when God intervenes and es-
tablishes a divine rule and goodness and peace.

apologetic
The term apologetic refers to a branch of theology 
concerned with proving or defending the truth of 
Church doctrines.

apostasy
The denial of Christ and the repudiation of the Chris-
tian faith by a baptized Christian.

apostolic succession
The handing on of the preaching and authority of the 
Apostles to their successors, the bishops, through 
the laying on of hands, as a permanent office in the 
Church.

Ark of the Covenant
The portable shrine built to hold the tablets on which 
Moses wrote the Law. It was a sign of God’s presence 
to the Israelites. Solomon built the Temple in Jerusa-
lem to house the ark.

GlossARy
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Baal
The Canaanite god of fertility, associated with storms 
and rain. He was the most prominent of the Canaan-
ite gods and the one most often worshipped by the 
Israelites.

Bet Av
The basic social unit of Israelite society, a patriar-
chal household of immediate and extended family 
members.

call narratives
Stories that describe a person’s initial awareness that 
God wanted him or her to do something specific. 
The calls of the prophet have five common elements:  
(1) there is something mysterious and holy about the 
encounter; (2) God acts first; (3) the prophet resists; 
(4) God reassures; and (5) God sends the prophet on 
his or her mission.

cherubim
Angelic creatures mentioned in the Book of Revela-
tion. They are considered to be a high rank of angels 
along with seraphim.

Christology
The branch of theology that studies the meaning of the 
person of Jesus Christ.

circumcision
The surgical removal of the male foreskin; it was 
the physical sign of the covenant between God and 
Abraham.

civil laws
Laws dealing with the day-to-day issues that arise be-
tween people living, in the case of the Israelites, in an 
agrarian community, such as the consequences when 
one person’s animal injures another person, or when 
borders between properties are disputed.

covenants
Binding and solemn agreements between human be-
ings or between God and people, holding each to a 
particular course of action.

Day of Atonement
The Day of Atonement, or Yom Kippur, is the holiest 
day of the year for Jews. It is a day when Jews ask for-
giveness for both communal and personal sins; a per-
son goes directly to the person he or she has offended, 
if possible, asking forgiveness.

Dead Sea Scrolls
Ancient scrolls containing the oldest known manu-
scripts of the books of the Old Testament in Hebrew. 
They were discovered in caves near Qumran on the 
Dead Sea between 1947 and 1953.

deuterocanonical
A term meaning “second canon.” Books included in 
the Catholic Old Testament but not in Hebrew scrip-
tures. These additions are 1 and 2 Maccabees, Judith, 
Tobit, Baruch, Sirach, Wisdom, and parts of Esther 
and Daniel.

Diaspora
A group migration or flight away from the homeland 
into one or more other countries. The word can also 
refer to people who have maintained their separate 
identity (often religious, but occasionally ethnic, ra-
cial, or cultural) while living in those other countries 
after migration.

Didache
A Greek word for “teaching,” it refers to the teaching 
directed to Christians who have accepted the Gospel.

Divine Revelation
The way God communicates knowledge of himself to 
humankind, a self-communication realized by his ac-
tions and words over time, most fully by his sending 
us his divine Son, Jesus Christ.
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Docetism
From the Greek word dokeo (“to seem”), it was a he-
retical belief that Jesus only seemed to be human. In 
effect, Docetists denied the Incarnation of Jesus.

doctrine
The revealed teachings of Christ which are proclaimed 
by the Church’s Magisterium and which Catholics are 
obliged to believe.

dogma
A central truth of Revelation that Catholics are obliged 
to believe.

elders
Mature, usually male, members of the Israelite com-
munity who met regularly to rule on specific disputes 
within the community.

Epic of Gilgamesh
Part of a well-circulated Mesopotamian poem discov-
ered to have been in circulation in the ancient world 
as early as 2000 BC. While there are similarities to 
this Epic and the Noah flood story, the biblical story is 
unique because it shows how God reveals himself to 
humans and hints to humans’ eventual destiny.

epistles
The term epistle originates from a Greek word that 
means “to send a message.” In the New Testament, 
epistles are the name for twenty-one formal letters.

eschatological
A term having to do with the end times or the “last 
things” (death, resurrection, judgment, Heaven, Hell, 
Purgatory, everlasting life, etc.)

Essenes
A group of Jews whose resistance to foreign influence 
took them to the extreme position of living in entirely 
separate communities in the desert around the Dead 
Sea. Probably, they were the ones who hid the Dead 

Sea Scrolls, which were not discovered until the mid-
dle of the twentieth century.

Establishment religion
A religion that tends to support the power of the rul-
ing class over the common people. In the case of the 
Israelite monarchy, it joined YHWH worship with the 
worship of other Canaanite gods.

ethics
A set of principles of right conduct.

evangelization
To bring the Good News of Jesus Christ to others.

exegesis
A word that means “leading out.” Exegesis involves 
critical explanation or analysis, especially of written 
text.

Feast of Purim
Also called the “Feast of Lots,” it celebrates the victo-
ry of the Jews over the Persian “prime minister,” Ha-
man, in the fifth century BC. “Lots” refers to the lots 
Haman randomly drew to determine the day on which 
he would slaughter the Jews.

Gentiles
A term that means “non-Jews.”

Gnostics
A generic term to describe adherents to a variety of 
pre- and early Christian heresies that taught that Sal-
vation rests on secret knowledge (gnosis in Greek).

harlotry
In the Old Testament, this term refers not only to a 
woman’s illicit sexual behavior, but perhaps even 
more commonly to the practice of worshipping Ca-
naanite gods along with YHWH. Jezebel is referred 
to as a “harlot” in this sense, not because she was ever 
unfaithful to Ahab.
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hasidim
A Hebrew word meaning “loyal ones.” It refers to a 
group who supported the Maccabees in the military ef-
fort against Antiochus IV. They also were probably the 
core members of the later group known as the Essenes.

Hasmonean Dynasty
Descendants of the Maccabees who ruled in Judea af-
ter the ousting of the last of the Syrians in 141 BC 
until the establishment of Roman authority in 63 BC. 
John Hyrcanus was the first ruler in this dynasty and 
ruled until 128 BC.

Hellenistic
Relating to the culture, history, or language of Greece 
after the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC.

historical Psalms
A Psalm recounting events from the history of Israel 
such as the covenant with the patriarchs, the Exodus, 
or the settling of the Promised Land.

historical-critical method
A method the Church uses for understanding biblical 
texts in their original setting and for discovering the 
intention of the original author.

Holy Trinity
The central mystery of the Christian faith. It teaches 
that there are Three Persons in one God: Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit.

homily
A talk that helps the congregation understand more 
about the Word of God. At Mass, a homily is given by 
a bishop, priest, or deacon.

Hyksos
A group of non-Egyptians who came to power in 
Egypt between 1650 and 1500 BC.

idolatry
Worshipping something or someone other than the 
true God. It is a sin against the First Commandment.

Incarnation
The dogma that God’s eternal Son assumed a human na-
ture and became man in Jesus Christ to save us from our 
sins. The term literally means “taking on human flesh.”

John Rylands Greek papyrus
A fragment of John’s Gospel, found in Egypt and writ-
ten on Greek papyrus that dates from around 130 BC. 
It is the earliest fragment from any New Testament 
book. It is preserved at the John Rylands University 
Library in Manchester, England.

Jubilee
Every seventh sabbatical year (every forty-ninth year). 
In a year of Jubilee, all debts were to be forgiven, and 
land that had been sold to pay a debt was to be re-
turned to the original family. In this way, the wealth of 
the entire community was to be redistributed among 
the poor, preventing unrelieved poverty and large gaps 
between the rich and poor.

Judah
The name of the southern kingdom after the splitting of 
the monarchy. It included the territory originally belong-
ing to just two of the twelve tribes, Judah and Benjamin.

Judaizers
A group of first-century Jewish Christians who held 
that circumcision and observance of Mosaic Law were 
necessary for Salvation. They imposed these criteria 
on Gentile converts.

judge
In ancient Israel, one who acted as a temporary mili-
tary leader, as well as arbiter of disputes within and 
between tribes. Judges were also expected to remind 
the people of their responsibility to God.

Kenotic Hymn
Kenotic is a Greek term that means “emptying.” 
The Kenotic Hymn of Philippians 2:5–11 describes 
Christ’s emptying himself in humility to take on our 
human nature.
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kerygma
The core teaching about Jesus Christ as Savior and 
Lord.

laments
Songs or poems that express grief or mourning.

lectio divina
Literally, “divine reading.” This is a prayerful way to 
read the Bible or other sacred writings.

levirate marriage
The marriage of a widow to a near relative of her de-
ceased husband. The first male child of a levirate mar-
riage would be considered the first legal son of the 
widow’s first husband.

liturgy
A name for the official public worship of the Church. 
The sacraments and Divine Office constitute the 
Church’s liturgy. Mass is the most important liturgical 
celebration.

Magisterium
The official teaching office of the Church. The Lord 
bestowed the right and the power to teach in his name 
to Peter, the other Apostles, and their successors. The 
Magisterium is the bishops in communion with the 
successor of Peter, the Bishop of Rome (Pope).

major prophets
Three of the latter prophets—Isaiah, Jeremiah, and 
Ezekiel—whose books in the Old Testament are quite 
lengthy.

Marduk
The main state god of the Babylonians during the reign 
of Nebuchadnezzar. It was to his temple in the city of 
Babylon that the Temple furnishings and vessels from 
the Temple of Solomon were carried following the de-
struction of the Temple in 587 BC.

martyrdom
From a word that means “witness.” It describes those 
who bear witness to the truth of faith, even unto death. 
St. Stephen is recognized as the first Christian martyr.

messenger formula
The opening words of a prophetic speech, attributing 
what follows to God, as in “Thus says the Lord . . .” 
or “The Lord said . . .”

midrash
Commentaries compiled between AD 400 and 1200 
by Jewish rabbis on the Hebrew scriptures.

minor prophets
The twelve prophets of the Old Testament whose 
recorded sayings are much briefer than those of the 
major prophets: Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, 
Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zech-
ariah, and Malachai.

monotheistic
Describes religions that believe there is only one God. 
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam are the three great 
monotheistic religions of the world.

“murmurings”
The stories in the Book of Exodus about the com-
plaints against Moses and against God.

Neo-Assyrian Empire
A new empire in the Mesopotamian region that even-
tually conquered the northern kingdom, sending its 
ruling class into exile in 722 BC.

oracle
A brief, poetic declaration preceded by the messenger 
formula, “Thus says the Lord,” which establishes it 
reliably as a message from God.

papyrus
A type of paper made from reeds found in the delta of 
the Nile River and in parts of Italy.
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parables
A typical teaching device Jesus used. They are vivid 
picture stories drawn from ordinary life that convey 
religious truth, usually related to some aspect of God’s 
Kingdom. They tease the listener to think and make 
choices about accepting the Good News of God’s 
reign.

parallelism
A characteristic common to Hebrew poetry in which 
two lines express the same or opposite thoughts, one 
right after the other.

Parousia
The Second Coming of Christ, which will usher in the 
full establishment of God’s Kingdom on earth as it is 
in Heaven.

Paschal Mystery
The saving love of God most fully revealed in the life 
and especially the Passion, Death, Resurrection, and 
glorious Ascension of his Son, Jesus Christ.

patriarchs
Male rulers, elders, or leaders. The patriarchs of the 
faith of Israel are Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

Pentecost
The day when the Holy Spirit descended on the Apos-
tles and gave them the power to preach with convic-
tion the message that Jesus is risen and is Lord of the 
universe.

Pharisees
A group of Jews whose response to foreign rule was 
one of cultural and religious separatism. They val-
ued adherence to the Law, and exhibited great respect 
for teachers and interpreters of the Torah. They were 
responsible for the introduction of rabbis and syna-
gogues into the cultural life of the Jews.

presbyters
A term that means “priest.” A presbyter is a mediator 
between God and humans. Jesus is the High Priest par 
excellence. As God-made-man, he bridges both Heav-
en and earth, bringing God to humanity and humanity 
to God.

procurator
A person charged by the Roman empire to manage es-
tates and properties, and to govern minor provinces.

pseudonymous
A work written under a name that is not the name of 
the person doing the actual writing. It was a common 
and accepted practice for disciples and admirers of 
great teachers to write works under their names to ex-
tend their legacies.

Ptolemies
The dynasty descending from Ptolemy I, a general un-
der Alexander the Great, that ruled Egypt and Pales-
tine from 320 to 200 BC, when they lost control of the 
land to the Syrian Empire.

punitive justice
Laws which rely on punishment as a deterrent to crim-
inal activity.

“Q”
An abbreviation for Quelle (German for “source”), the 
name given to hypothetical sources, written and oral, 
thought to be used by both Matthew and Luke in the 
composition of their Gospels.

rabbi
The local leader of a community’s synagogue, re-
spected for his piety and knowledge of the Law. This 
is a position that came into being with the establish-
ment of the synagogues by the Pharisees.
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rapture
In Scripture, the term rapture refers to our mystical 
union with God, or our final sharing in God’s eternal 
life. For many fundamentalist Christians, the rapture 
signifies a series of events that will occur at the end of 
time. The Church has no teaching that corresponds to 
the fundamentalist view.

religious laws
For the Israelites, laws that govern the actions of the 
priests, the regulations for sacrifice, and the building 
and maintenance of the Temple.

remnant
The exiles and former exiles who remained faithful to 
YHWH during the time of captivity and who are ex-
pected to restore Jerusalem.

restorative justice
Laws which are concerned primarily with restoring 
community after an offense has occurred. The goal is 
to keep the community together, as the survival of the 
society depended on everyone fulfilling his or her role.

Sacred Tradition
The living transmission of the Church’s Gospel mes-
sage found in the Church’s teaching, life, and worship. 
It is faithfully preserved, handed on, and interpreted 
by the Church’s Magisterium.

Sadducees
Originally an aristocratic group of wealthy Jews in Je-
rusalem who favored strict adherence to the letter of 
the Torah and regarded Temple worship as essential to 
Jewish life. They denied such doctrines as the Resur-
rection and the existence of angels because those sub-
jects cannot be found in the Torah.

sage
A sage is a person venerated for his or her experience, 
judgment, and wisdom.

Septuagint
The oldest, complete edition of the Old Testament, it 
is a Greek translation of earlier Hebrew texts, proba-
bly written in Alexandria during the time of Ptolemaic 
rule over Palestine. The word itself, Septuagint, is Lat-
in for “seventy,” which refers to the traditional story 
that seventy scholars from the Promised Land were 
brought to Alexandria to accomplish this translation.

Servant Songs
Four songs in the Book of Isaiah that describe a mes-
sianic figure, known as the “Servant of God,” who 
is described as bringing righteousness to the world. 
The Servant Songs are connected with the mission of 
Jesus.

Showbread
The twelve loaves of bread presented on the altar ev-
ery Sabbath as an offering to God. The priests con-
sumed the bread at the end of every week. (This is also 
sometimes spelled “shewbread” but the pronunciation 
does not change.)

stylus
A sharp, pointed instrument that is used for marking, 
engraving, or writing.

Suffering Servant
A title for Jesus that was foretold in the Book of Isa-
iah. By his redemptive Death, Jesus fulfilled Isaiah’s 
prophecy.

synagogue
A meeting place for study and prayer introduced by 
the Pharisees to foster study of the Law and adherence 
to the Covenant Code.

Synoptic Gospels
The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, which be-
cause of their similarities, can be “seen together” in 
parallel columns and mutually compared.
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Tetragrammaton
Greek for “four letters,” the term refers to the sacred 
term YHWH as it appeared in the sacred writings of 
the Jews.

theologians
Theologians are people who study the nature of God 
and religious truth. Besides St. Paul, two other great 
Catholic theologians are St. Augustine of Hippo and 
St. Thomas Aquinas.

Ugarit
An ancient city of the Canaanites which was dis-
covered in 1928. Many texts were found there, from 
which scholars have learned a great deal about the Ca-
naanite religion.

Vineyard Song
An important passage of the Book of Isaiah depicting 
the Chosen People as the vine of God. The image re-
curs in the New Testament in the words of Jesus and 
the writings of the Apostle Paul.

Zoroastrianism
The official religion of the Persian Empire, which un-
derstood the universe to be caught in a constant strug-
gle between light and darkness. Jewish belief in angels 
and in Satan’s influence can be traced to the influence 
of this foreign religion.
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Biblical commentary and notes, 15, 16
benefits of, 18
translation issues and, 18

Bishop, 273
Blessings

for Abraham and Sarah, 51–53
of Jacob, 54

Boaz, 86
Book of Moses, 32

C
Cain, 45
Call narratives, 150–151

of Ezekiel, 161
Canaan, 78
Canaanites, 87–88, 89–90
Canon of Bible, 7, 8
Captivity Letters, 252, 261
Catechism of the Catholic Church, 18
Catholic Epistles, 185, 244
Catholic Letters, 281–300

John, First, Second and Third Letters 
of, 289–291

Jude, Letter of, 287–288
Letter of James, 282–284
meaning of term, 282
overview of, 185, 282

Peter, First and Second Letters of, 
285–287

Revelation, Book of, 292–299
Catholic Study Bible for the New American 

Bible, 18
Cereal offerings, 67
Cherubim, 293
Chloe, 6
Chosen People, Sinai Covenant and, 63–64
Christianity, early

attractiveness of, to Gentiles, 
192–193

strengths from Jewish tradition, 192
Christians, Nero’s persecution of, 208
Christology

defined, 226
in John’s Gospel, 228–229
metaphors in John’s Gospel and, 226

Chronicles, First Book of, 94, 113, 116
Chronicles, Second Book of, 94, 107–108, 

111, 112–113, 116
Church, early

formation of, in Acts of Apostles, 
231–232

God fearers, 233
Holy Spirit and, 231–232
outreach beyond Jerusalem, 232–234
Pentecost and, 231–232
welcoming Gentiles as Christians, 

233–234
Circumcision, 51
Civil laws, 65
Claudius, 253
Colossians, Letter to the, 265–266
Compendium of the Catechism of the Cath-

olic Church, 18
Corinth, 236, 253, 255–256
Corinthians, First Letter to the, 255–259
Corinthians, Second Letter to the, 259–260
Cornelius, 233
Covenant Code, 65

comparing collections of laws, 66–67
slavery and, 66–67

Covenants
with Abraham, 50–51
defined, 42
Jesus as New Covenant, 304
with King David, 50
monarchy and, 94, 97
with Moses, 50
with Noah, 45, 50
sign or symbol, 50–51
Sinai Covenant, 63–64

Creation story
Adam and Eve, 44–45
doublet of, 36–37
truths of, 42–43

Crete, 272
Cycles of stories, 49
Cyrus, 155, 156

D
Damascus

assert power, 106
Judah and, 107

Dan, Temple of, 104
Daniel

interpretation of dreams, 114
in lions’ den, 114

Daniel, Book of, 113–114, 115, 116, 119, 
155, 165–166, 292

as apocalyptic literature, 165–166, 
296–297

divisions of, 165
symbols in, 296–297

David, King, 50, 151
anointing of, 99
Ark of Covenant, 101
as author of Psalms, 139
Lord’s promise to, 100
as military leader, 100
positives and negatives of monarchy, 

97
prophecy of a Messiah, 100
relationship with Saul, 99
rise to power as King, 99–100

Day of Atonement, 277
Day of the Lord, 169, 174, 176
Deacons, 270
Dead Sea Scrolls, 119

discovery of, 125
Essenes and hiding, 125
importance of, 126

Deborah, 83, 84
as prophet, 148, 151

Delilah, 85
Demetrius, 123, 291
Deuterocanonical books, 27
Deuteronomic Code, 65

comparing collections of laws, 66–67
slavery and, 66–67

Deuteronomist (D), 32
date of writing, 34, 35
defined, 33
style of, 35
themes of, 35

Deuteronomy, Book of
commonalities with first six histori-

cal books, 74–77
historical time frame for, 76
similarity of structure with Book of 

Exodus, 74
slavery, 66–67
widows and orphans, 67

Deutero-Zechariah, 175
Diaspora, 39, 136, 171, 172
Didache, 197, 199
Diotrephes, 291
Disciples

beloved disciple, 222–223
in Luke’s Gospel, 220
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in Mark’s Gospel, 206–207
in Matthew’s Gospel, 210

Divine Revelation, 3
Docetism, 289–290
Doctrine, 64
Dogma, 229
Doublets

of creation story, 36–37
defined, 33
Great Flood, 37

Dragon, as Satan, 297–298

e
Ecclesiastes, Book of142
Ecclesiasticus (See Sirach)
Edom, 99, 171
Edomites, 54, 124, 171
Egypt

historical events and culture of, 
55–56

Hyksos, 56
slavery in, 57

Elders, 62
in Israelite villages, 89

Elijah, 82, 151
battle against paganism, 109–110
death of, 110
importance of, 110
as prophet, 148

Elisha, 82, 151–152
as prophet, 148

Elohist (E), 32
date of writing, 34, 35
defined, 33
style of, 35
themes of, 35

Emmaus journey, 221
Epaphras, 266
Ephesians, Letter to the, 261–263
Ephesus, 236
Ephod, 85
Epic of Gilgamesh, 14, 45–46, 47
Epistle, 185, 244
Esau, 54, 171
Eschatological, 210–211, 268
Eschatological Sermon, 212
Essenes, 122, 123

Dead Sea Scrolls and, 125, 126
Establishment religion, 105
Esther, 115
Esther, Book of, 94, 115, 119
Eternal life, 192
Ethics, 64
Ethnarch, 127
Eucharist, 263
Eusebius, 7
Evangelization, 269
Eve, 37, 44–45
Evil, physical and moral, 137

Evil spirits, 204
Exegesis, 40
Exodus

God’s Special Providence during, 
143

literal and spiritual sense of, 11
Exodus, Book of, 56–64

call of Moses, 57–58
Moses leaving Egypt, 61–62
murmurings, 62
Passover, 61
plagues, 59–61
similarity of structure with Book of 

Deuteronomy, 74
Sinai Covenant, 63–64
from slavery to freedom, 59–61
wandering in wilderness, 62–63

Exorcism, 204
Ezekiel, 148, 154

life of, 160
meaning of his actions, 163–164
visions of, 161–162

Ezekiel, Book of, 160–164, 296
call narrative, 161
division into parts, 160–161
Lamentations compared to, 164
Oracles against the Nations, 161
Oracles of Hope, 160, 162
Oracles of Judgment, 160
restored Israel, 162
transport to Jerusalem, 161–162
valley of dry bones, 162

Ezra, 113
Ezra, Book of, 112–113, 116

F
Feast of Purim, 94
Feast of Weeks, 231
Festus, 213, 237, 248
Flood stories, 47
Food laws, 68
Franklin, Benjamin, 133

G
Gabriel, angel, 17, 216, 218
Gaius, 291
Galatians, Letter to the, 244, 260–261
Gamaliel, 248
Gedaliah, 112
Genesis, Book of, 36–56

Abraham and the patriarchs, 49
ancestor stories in, 41–43
beginning of God’s Revelation, 

44–45
blessing of Jacob, 54
blessings and threats to Abraham and 

Sarah, 51–53
covenant with Abraham, 50–51

creation stories, 36–37
cycles of stories, 49
God’s relationship with humanity, 

41–42
Great Flood, 45–46
Joseph and his brothers, 55–56
as part of Pentateuch, 33
Tower of Babel, 47–48
truths of creation, 42–43

Genre, recognizing, 15–16
Gentiles

attractiveness of early Christianity to, 
192–193

as audience for Mark’s Gospel, 203
defined, 192
God fearers, 233
welcoming into early Church as Gen-

tiles, 233–234, 237
Gethsemane, Garden of, 220
Gideon, 81, 83, 84–85, 151
Glory, Book of, 221, 225
Gnostics, 7, 223, 266, 289, 291
God

as author of Bible, 38
beginning of God’s Revelation, 

44–45
in creation story, 37
as creator in Wisdom Literature, 

135–136
desire to save humanity from conse-

quences of sin, 6
Divine Revelation, 3
God’s will, 48
God the Father, 229
God the Holy Spirit, 229
God the Son, 229
hunger for, 2
involvement in fighting wars, 81–82
name for, 58
pursuit of, 3
relationship with humanity, 41–42
shares his name with Moses, 58–59
truths about, 43
YHWH, 58

God fearers, 192, 233
Gods, Greek, 191–192
God worshipers, 233
Golgatha, 53
Goliath, 99
Gomer, 167, 168, 169
Gomorrah, 288
Good News, Gospels as, 190–193
Good News Bible, 20
Good works, Salvation and, 283–284
Gospels, 189–240

Acts of the Apostles, 230–237
authorship of, 200–202
date when written, 186
dating of, 196–198
formation of, 198–200
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as Good News, 190–193
of John, 221–229
L (Luke source), 195
of Luke, 213–221
M (Matthew source), 195
of Mark, 202–209
of Matthew, 209–213
meaning of word, 190
oral tradition in formation of, 

198–200
overview of, 185
Q (Quelle source), 195
similarities of Synoptic Gospels, 

194–195
strategies for reading, studying and 

praying, 238–239
Great Flood, 13–14, 45–46

doublet of, 37
Great Letters, 260
Greek gods, 191–192

h
Habakkuk, 148, 154
Habakkuk, Book of, 174
Hagar, 52
Haggai, 113, 148
Haggai, Book of, 175
Haman, 115
Hapi, 59
Harlotry, 167
Hasidim, 122
Hasmoneans, 117, 122, 123, 124–127

Hasmonean Dynasty, 124–125
Roman rule, 126–127

Hathor, 59
Hebrews

escape from slavery to freedom, 
59–62

slavery of, 57–58
as storytellers, 38, 40
as Suffering Servant, 156–157
wandering in wilderness, 62–63
YHWH, 58

Hebrews, Letter to the, 276–278
Hebrew scriptures, 20, 27

classification and arrangement over-
view, 2

Heket, 59
Hellenistic, 143
Hellenization, 117, 121
Hera, 191
Herod, 124, 127, 196, 216, 220
Herodotus, 40
Hezekiah, King, 97, 107
Historical Books, 92–128

Chronicles, Books of, 107–108, 
111–113

Esther, Books of, 115
Ezra, Books of, 112–113

Joshua, Book of, 77–80
Judges, Book of, 77–78, 80–81, 

83–88
Judith, Books of, 114–115
Kings, Books of, 75, 76, 94, 100–110
Maccabees, Books of, 116, 117, 119, 

122–127
Nehemiah, Books of, 112, 113
overview of, 94–95
Ruth, Book of, 86
Samuel, Books of, 94, 96–100
Tobit, Books of, 114

Historical-critical method, 13
Historical Psalms, 140
Hittites, 78
Hokma, 133
Holofernes, 115
Holy of Holies, 101
Holy Place, 101
Holy Spirit

formation of Church and, 231–232
God the Holy Spirit, 229
inspiring writers of Bible, 5, 7, 8, 10
as interpreter of Sacred Scripture, 

314–315
in Luke’s Gospel, 204
in Mark’s Gospel, 204
in Matthew’s Gospel, 204
Pentecost and, 231–232

Holy Trinity
creation and, 43
defined, 229
dogma of, 229
in Sacred Scripture, 19, 21
in Sacred Tradition, 21

Homily, 237
Hosea, 148

life of, 167–168
Hosea, Book of, 167–169

names of children, 167–168
Hyksos, 56
Hyrcanus, John, 117, 124
Hyrcanus II, 126, 127

i
I AM, 228
Idolatry, 45, 174
Idols, 160
Idumeans, 124
Ignatius, St. (of Antioch), 197
Incarnation, 190
Inerrancy, 8–9
Infancy narratives, 211, 216–217
Irenaeus, St., 26, 318
Iron, 98
Isaac

as answer to God’s promise, 52
as patriarch, 49
sacrifice of, 52–53

Isaiah, 148, 150
Isaiah, Book of, 155–157

division of, 155
length of time to write, 5
Servant Songs, 156–157
Suffering Servant, 156–157
Vineyard Song, 156

Ishmael, 52
Ishmaelites, 52
Israel

dates of formation, 78
family structure, 89
formation of, by conquest, 78–80, 

87, 88
formation of, by settlement, 80–81, 

87–88
Jonah as, 172
kingdom of, 103–105, 106
monarchy of, 96–110
restoration of, in Book of Ezekiel, 

162
Ten Lost Tribes of, 106
tribes of, 89
warfare traditions, 81–82

Israelites, 5, 6
Bet Av, 89
early religious practices and Baal, 

89–90
rejecting God as king, 82
settling in Palestine, 77–81, 87–88
warfare traditions, 81–82

J
Jabin, King of Hazor, 80, 84
Jacob (Old Testament)

blessing of, 54
as patriarch, 49

Jael, 84
James, St. 207, 249, 282, 318

falling asleep, 220
Jesus calls to follow him, 214

James, Letter of, 282–284
Janneus, Alexander, 124
Jason, 120
Jebusites, 80
Jehoiachin, King, 107, 174

imprisonment of, 111
Jehoiakim, King, 107
Jehovah, 58
Jehu, 167
Jeremiah, 52, 58, 112, 148, 150

life of, 158–159
similarities with Jesus and, 158, 159
taken to Egypt, 159
Temple Sermon, 158

Jeremiah, Book of, 158–159
Jericho, battle of, 78–79
Jeroboam, King, 103
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inciting rivalry between Judah and 
Israel, 104

insurrection of, 103–104
Jerome, St., 292, 318
Jerusalem

Assyrian siege of, 107
Babylonian exile, 111–112
defeat of, 108
destruction of, 88
devastation of siege, and Ezekiel, 

163–164
literal and spiritual sense of, 11
Temple of Solomon, 101

Jerusalem, Temple of, 104
regulations for, 75–76

Jesse, 99
Jesus

birth of, 127
cleansing of Temple, 225
compared to Moses, in Matthew’s 

Gospel, 212–213
dating his life, 196
Divine Revelation, 3
I AM, 228
literal meaning of name, 59
as New Covenant, 304
portrayal of, in Mark’s Gospel, 204
praying, 207–208, 218
presentation of, in Temple, 219
similarities with Jeremiah, 158, 159
as Son of Man, 224
Suffering Servant prophecy and, 157
treatment of women, 219
as Word of God, 228

Jethro, 62
Jewish Diaspora, 50
Jezebel, 109, 110
Jezreel, 167
Job, Book of, 136–137
Joel, 148
Joel, Book of, 169

day of the Lord, 169
John St. (Apostle), 207

falling asleep, 220
Jesus calls to follow him, 214

John, Gospel of, 221–229
author of, 200–202, 223–224
beloved disciple, 222–223, 227–228
Book of Glory, 221
Book of Signs, 221
Christology in, 228–229
comparing to Synoptic Gospels, 

224–225
dating, 198, 221
Nicodemus, 226–227
outline of, 221–222
overview of, 221
Peter and beloved disciple, 227–228
teachings on love, 225–226
teaching with metaphors, 226

unique elements of, 225–228
John, Letters of, 223, 289–291
John, of Patmos, 292. See also Revelation, 

Book of
John Paul II, Pope, 317
John Rylands Greek papyrus, 198

as eyewitness of Jesus’ life, 7
John the Baptist, 110, 196, 224
Jonah, 148
Jonah, Book of, 171–173

Jonah as Israel, 172
Psalm of thanksgiving, 171

Jonathan, 98, 99
Joseph (Old Testament)

as patriarch, 49
stories of, and his brothers, 55–56

Joseph St. (New Testament), infancy narra-
tives, 216, 218

Joseph of Arimathea, 227
Josephus, 112, 117, 233
Joshua, 58, 175

regulations from Deuteronomy and, 
76

years of reign, 76
Joshua, Book of, 74

battle of Jericho, 78–79
common phrase with Book of Deu-

teronomy, 75
formation of Israel by conquest, 78–

80, 87, 88
setting and time frame for, 77–78

Josiah, King, 97, 107, 108, 174
Jubilee

defined, 67
laws of, 69

Jubilee Year, 69
Judah, 103–105

Assyrians and, 107
Babylonian exile, 107–108, 111–112
Roman rule of, 126–127

Judaism, converting to, 192
Judaizers, 260
Judas, 287
Judas (Maccabeus), 122
Jude, Letter of, 287–288
Judges

meaning of word, 83
as prophets, 151

Judges, Book of
Deborah, 83, 84
formation of Israel by settlement, 

80–81, 87–88
Gideon, 83, 84–85
Samson, 85–86
setting and time frame for, 77–78

Judith, 114–115
Judith, Book of, 94, 114–115, 119
Jupiter, 192

k
Kenotic Hymn, 264
Kephas, 249, 253
Kerygma, 199
Khnum, 59
Kings, First Book of

common phrase with Book of Deu-
teronomy, 75

Establishment religion and, 105
insurrection of Jeroboam, 103–104
overview of, 94
rivalry and religion in northern king-

dom, 104–105
Solomon’s rule, 100–103
Temple of Solomon, 101

Kings, Second Book of
Assyrians and Judah, 107
Babylonian destruction of southern 

kingdom, 107–108
historical time frame for, 76
overview of, 94

Kishon, battle of, 81

l
L (Luke source), 195
Lamentations, Book of, 155, 160

compared to Ezekiel’s actions, 164
Laments, 142
Land, Jubilee Year and redistribution of, 69
Language, Tower of Babel and, 47, 48
Laodicea, 265
Last Supper

beloved disciple, 222, 227–228
in John’s Gospel, 225, 227–228

Law of Moses, 26, 151, 180. See also Mo-
saic Law

Laws
civil, 65
food laws, 68
of jubilee, 69
Mosaic Law, 65–70
New Law, 66
purity laws, 68–69
religious, 65
of sacrifice, 67–68

Lectio divina, 238–239, 312, 318
Levirate marriage, 86
Levitical Code, 65

comparing collections of laws, 67
Leviticus, Book of

laws of jubilee, 69
laws of sacrifice, 67–68
purity laws, 68–69

Liber Ecclesiasticus, 143
Literal sense of Scripture, 11, 312, 315
Liturgy, 190–191
Lo-ammi, 168
Lo-ruhamah, 168
Love
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St. Paul on, 259
teachings on, in John’s Gospel, 

225–226
Luke, Gospels of, 213–221

Acts of Apostles as second volume 
of, 185, 230

audience of, 214–215
author of, 200–202
dating, 197–198, 213
differences between Mark’s Gospel 

and, 214–215
infancy narratives in, 216–217
L (Luke source), 195
needs of the poor, 217–218
overview of, 213
Passion narrative, 220–221
prayer in, 218
Q material, 210–211
as Synoptic Gospel, 194–195
women in, 218–219

Luther, Martin, 21
Lydia of Thyatira, 236

m
M (Matthew source), 195, 211
Maccabee, Jonathan, 123
Maccabee, Simon, 123–124
Maccabees, First Book of

conditions under Roman control, 122
Hanukkah, 122–123
Jonathan and Simon, 123–124
life of Judas, 122–123
overview of, 94, 95, 117
time frame for, 116

Maccabees, Second Book of
overview of, 94, 95, 117
time frame for, 116

Maccabeus (Judas), 122–123
Macedonia, 263

Paul’s journey to, 235–236
Magisterium, 19, 21
Magnificat, 219
Major prophets, 148, 155–166
Malachi, 148

meaning of name, 175
Malachi, Book of, 175–176
Malta, 237
Marduk, 111
Mark, Gospel of, 202–209

audience of, 203–204
author of, 200–202
as companion of actual eyewitness, 7
dating, 196–197, 202
dictated to scribe, 5
discipleship in, 206–207
location of Mark’s community, 

208–209
Luke’s use of, 214–215
Matthew use of, 194–195, 209–210

outline of, 203
overview of, 202
parables in, 204–206
Passion narrative, 207–208
Peter as source of, 7
portrayal of Jesus in, 204
as Synoptic Gospel, 194–195
theory as first Gospel written, 

194–195
Marriage, levirate, 86
Martha, 219
Martyrdom, 233
Mary (Mother of God)

angel Gabriel and, 17
beloved disciple to care for, 222, 227
formation of Church and, 231
infancy narratives, 216, 218–219
in Luke’s Gospel, 218–219
Magnificat, 219

Mattathias, 122
Matthew, Gospel of, 209–213

audience of, 211–212
author of, 200–202
compacting Mark’s Gospel in, 194–

195, 209–210
dating, 197, 209
discipleship in, 210
infancy narratives in, 216–217
Jesus compared to Moses, 212–213
M (Matthew source), 195, 211
overview of, 209–210
Q material, 195, 210–211
sermons in, 212
as Synoptic Gospel, 194–195

Menelaus, 120
Merneptah, Pharaoh, 78
“The Merneptah Stele,” 78
Messenger formula, 153
Messiah

meaning of name, 59
Micah’s prophecy of, 173
prophecy of, in promise to David, 

100
vision of, in Book of Zechariah, 175

Metaphors, in John’s Gospel, 226
Metis, 191
Micah, 148, 154

life of, 173
Micah, Book of, 173
Midianites, 57, 81, 84, 85
Midrash, 172
Min, 59
Minor prophets, 148, 167–176
Miracles

Book of Signs, 225
defining, 225

Miraculous Warfare, 82
Mission Sermon, 212
Moab, 99
Monarchy of Israel

divided, 103–105
foundations of, 96–97
last days of independent, 106–108
positives and negatives of, 97
religious developments during, 

108–110
Monotheistic religion, 191
Moral sense of Scripture, 11, 315
Mordecai, 115
Moriah, 53
Mosaic Law, 45, 65–70, 88

comparing collections of laws, 66–67
Covenant Code, 65, 66–67
Deuteronomic Code, 65, 66–67
laws of jubilee, 69
laws of sacrifice, 67–68
Levitical Code, 65, 67
purity laws, 68–69
slavery and, 66–67

Moses
as author of Pentateuch, 12, 32
burning bush, 58, 151, 228
call of, 57–58
covenant with, 50
crossing Red Sea, 81
God shares his name with, 58–59
God’s power in fighting wars, 82
Jesus compared to, in Matthew’s 

Gospel, 212–213
leaving Egypt, 61–62
Passover, 61
as prophet, 148
prophets inherited role from, 

150–151
root of name, 57
Sinai Covenant, 63–64
wandering in wilderness, 62–63

Mount Carmel, 109
Mount Horeb, 110
Mount Sinai, 57, 63
Murmurings, 62
Mystery religions, 192

N
Nahum, 148, 154
Nahum, Book of, 173–174
Naomi, 86
Nathan, 101

as prophet, 148
Nazareth, 216
Nebat, 103
Nebuchadnezzar, 107–108, 111, 165, 174
Necho, Pharaoh, 108
Nehemiah, governor of Judah, 113
Nehemiah, Book of, 112–113, 116
Neo-Assyrian Empire, 104, 106, 171
Nero, 208, 298
New American Bible (NAB), 15, 18, 20, 

27, 306
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New Jerusalem Bible, 20, 306
New Law, 66
New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), 

20, 306
New Testament

Acts of the Apostles, 185
Catholic Epistles, 185
Catholic Letters, 281–300
Christ as unique Word of God in, 184
classification and arrangement of, 

185
deciding which writings to include, 7
Gospels, 185, 189–240
hidden in Old Testament, 181
how to study, 186
introduction to, 184
Jesus as New Covenant, 304
Letters of, 185, 243–279
Revelations, Book of, 185
review of, 304

New Testament Letters, 243–279
arrangement of, 252
author of, 252
Colossians, Letter to the, 265–266
Corinthians, First and Second Letters 

to the, 255–260
Ephesians, Letter to the, 261–263
Galatians, Letter to the, 260–261
Hebrews, Letter to the, 276–278
letters attributed to St. Paul, 244–247
overview of, 244, 252
Philemon, Letter to, 274–275
Philippians, Letter to the, 263–265
punctuation problems, 257
Romans, Letter to the, 253–255
source of, 247–251
Thessalonians, First and Second Let-

ters to the, 266–269
Timothy, First and Second Letters to 

the, 269–272
Titus, Letter to, 272–274

Nicodemus, 226–227
Nineveh, 104, 114, 171

fall of, 173–174
Noah, 13–14, 45–46, 234
Numbers, Book of, 69

o
Obadiah, 148, 154
Obadiah, Book of, 171
Octavius, 127
Old Law, 26
Old Testament, 26–181

Apocrypha, 20, 27
Apocryphal books, 119
books included for Catholics and 

Protestants, 20, 26–27, 119
classification and arrangement over-

view, 27–28

deciding which writings to include, 7
deuterocanonical books, 27
Historical Books, 92–128
multiple authorship, 13
Pentateuch, 30–71
Prophetic Books, 146–177
reasons Catholics should know, 

180–181
reasons for reading, 26–27
review of, 179–181
unveiling the New Testament, 181
Wisdom Books, 130–145

Onesimus, 274
Onias III, 120
Oracle, 154
Oracles against the Nations, 161
Oracles of Hope, 160, 162
Oracles of Judgment, 160
Oral tradition, formation of Gospels and, 

198–200
Origen, 318
Original Sin, 37, 44–45
Osiris, 59

P
Pagan religions, 108–110
Palestine, 78

formation of Israel, 78
historical perspective on settlement 

in, 87–88
location of, and war tradition, 81
Philistine and Israelite conflicts, 

98–99
settled by Israelites, 87–88

Papias of Heirapolis, Bishop, 7
Papyrus, 204, 244
Parables

defined, 205
in Mark’s Gospel, 204–206

Parallelism, 138
Parousia, 268
Paschal Mystery, 190, 254
Passion narrative

in Luke’s Gospel, 220–221
in Mark’s Gospel, 207–208

Passover, 61, 75–76, 224, 225
Mark’s Passion narrative and, 207

Pastoral Letters, 246, 252, 269
Patriarchs, 49
Paul, St., 51. See also Pauline letters

as Apostle, 248
Barnabas’s influence of, 234–235
conversion of, 234, 248–249
Corinth and, 255–256
On covered heads of women, 15, 258
death of, 250
effectiveness with Gentiles, but rejec-

tion from Jews, 234, 235
life of, 247–248

on love, 259
ministry of, 250
missionary journeys of, 235–237, 

250
name of Saul, 234, 235, 249
in prison, 237
as Roman citizen, 236, 248
on sacrificed meat, 258–259
on slavery, 274–275
sufferings of, 250
theology of, 251
time frame of his writings, 19
traveling the world, 50
use of scribe, 6

Pauline letters
author of, 246
classifying, 245–246
Colossians, Letter to the, 265–266
Corinthians, First and Second Letters 

to the, 255–260
date when written, 186
Ephesians, Letter to the, 261–263
Galatians, Letter to the, 260–261
Hebrews, Letter to the, 276–278
literary form of, 245
overview of, 244
Philemon, Letter to, 274–275
Philippians, Letter to the, 263–265
pseudonymous writing, 246, 252
punctuation problems, 257
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