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Sacred Scripture

‘The Church always venerates the Scriptures as she venerates 
the Lord’s Body’. (DV, 21)

• The Old Testament: The people of Israel, over the course of 
centuries & under God's inspiration & direction, put into 
writing the testimony of God's revelation in their own history, 
which they directly connected with the revelation given to 
Adam and Eve. 

• The New Testament: Christ's apostles and the first disciples 
put into writing the testimony of God's revelation as it has 
been fully accomplished in Christ. They were witnesses to his 
earthly journey, especially the Paschal Mystery of his death 
and resurrection. 



God is the author of Sacred 
Scripture

The sacred writers wrote under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit. They are also authors of the text. 

For the composition of the sacred books, “God chose certain 
men who, all the while he employed them in this task, made full 
use of their own faculties & powers, so that, though he acted in 
them & by them, it was as true authors that they consigned to 
writing whatever he wanted written, & no more"  (CCC, 106). 

Everything that the sacred writers affirm can be considered as 
affirmed by the Holy Spirit: “the books of Scripture, firmly, 
faithfully & without error, teach that truth which God, for the 
sake of our salvation, wished to see confided to the Sacred 
Scriptures." 

The Inspiration of St Matthew, Caravaggio, 1602. 



How can we interpret Sacred Scripture? 

The Second Vatican Council gives 3 criteria for interpreting Scripture in 
accordance with the Spirit who inspired it:

1. Be attentive to the content and unity of the whole Scripture. Scripture is a 
unity by reason of the unity of God's plan.

2. Read the Scripture within "the living Tradition of the whole Church". 

• According to a saying of the Fathers, Sacred Scripture is written 
principally in the Church's heart rather than in documents and records, 
for the Church carries in her Tradition the living memorial of God's 
Word, and it is the Holy Spirit who gives her the spiritual interpretation 
of the Scripture.

3. Be attentive to the analogy of faith.

• Analogy of faith  =  the coherence of the truths of faith among 
themselves and within the whole plan of Revelation.

So: Don’t take parts of the Scriptures in isolation or in ways that are not 
coherent with God’s whole plan of Revelation, and look to the interpretations 
contained within the Tradition of the Church.



Interpreting Sacred Scripture

• In Sacred Scripture, God speaks to man in a human way. 

• To interpret Scripture correctly, the reader must be attentive to 

• what the human authors truly wanted to affirm, and 

• to what God wanted to reveal to us by their words.

• In order to discover the human authors' intention, the reader must take into account 

• the conditions of their time and culture, 

• the literary genres in use at that time, and the modes of feeling, speaking and 
narrating then current. 

• Truth is differently presented and expressed in the various types of historical 
writing, in prophetical and poetical texts, and in other forms of literary expression.

• Genesis, for instance, is an ancient Hebrew narrative that tells history in a religious, 
way, not a modern secular narrative. It's history from God's perspective.

• Everything the Bible tells us is true. Scripture gives us religious history and truth, and 
it conveys it to us using symbols & figures & different literary styles. 

Above, Creation of Eve, Below, The Fall of Adam & Eve, Michelangelo, 1508-12.



How to Read Sacred 
Scripture

To understand Sacred Scripture correctly, one needs to take into 
account:

• The ‘senses’ of Scripture

• Literary Genres

• The Church’s Tradition

Accepting the different senses & literary genres found in Sacred 
Scripture is necessary for interpreting correctly what the sacred 
writers say about aspects of the world that pertain to the 
natural sciences. These include the formation of the cosmos, 
the appearance on earth of different life forms, the origins of 
human life & natural phenomena in general. 

A “fundamentalist" interpretation of every passage in Scripture 
as a literal, historical event should be avoided, when other 
interpretations are possible. One should also avoid the error of 
interpreting the biblical narratives as purely mythological, 
lacking in historical content or any information about God's 
direct intervention in the events described.



Meanings in the Scriptures, or the “Senses” of 
Scripture

According to an ancient tradition, there are 4 senses of Scripture: 

1. Literal

2. Allegorical

3. Moral Spiritual Senses

4. Anagogical 

The concordance of the four senses guarantees richness to the living reading of Scripture.



The Literal Sense of 
Scripture

The meaning conveyed by the words of 
Scripture, following the rules of sound 
interpretation.  (The text)

All other senses of Sacred Scripture are 
based on the literal.



The Spiritual Senses of Scripture

The realities and events about which Scripture speaks can be signs.

The Allegorical Sense: understanding events more profoundly by 
recognizing their significance in Christ. 

Eg. the crossing of the Red Sea is a sign or type of Christ's 
victory & of Christian Baptism; Noah’s Ark & the Church as the 
boat in which Christ’s people are saved; the Paschal lamb in 
Exodus as Christ the Lamb of God, the staff Moses raises in the 
desert & the Cross, Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac; Jonah’s 3 days 
in the whale & Christ’s 3 days in the tomb.



Unity of the Old & New 
Testaments: Typology

• Discerns in God's works of the Old Covenant 
prefigurations of what he accomplished in the 
fullness of time in the person of his incarnate Son.

• Unity of the Old and New Testaments: Christians 
read the Old Testament in the light of Christ 
crucified and risen. Such typological reading 
discloses the inexhaustible content 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, 128-130)

The Dove Returns to Noah, James Tissot, 19th century.

Abraham & Isaac, Olivier, 1817.



Typology “ I will put enmity between you & the 
woman & between your seed & her 
seed; he shall bruise your head, & you 
shall bruise his heel.” (Gen 3: 14-15) 

“The knot of Eve’s disobedience was 
loosed by the obedience of Mary. For 
what the virgin Eve had bound fast 
through unbelief, this did the Virgin 
Mary set free through faith.” (St 
Irenaeus, Adversus Haeresis, 3.22) 

Christ the new Adam, Mary the new 
Eve

Eva & Ave



The Spiritual Senses of 
Scripture

The realities and events about which Scripture 
speaks can be signs.

Moral Sense

The events reported in Scripture lead us to act 
justly. They were written for our instruction.

Examples?

Moses on Mt Sinai, Gerome, 19th century

La femme Adultère - Tapisserie des ateliers d'Aubusson



The Spiritual 
Senses of 
Scripture

The realities and events about which Scripture 
speaks can be signs. (Events)

Anagogical Sense: Realities and events seen in 
terms of their eternal significance, leading us 
toward our true homeland. 

• Eg. the Church on earth is a sign of the 
heavenly Jerusalem.

Greek: Anagoge =  "leading" 



Exegesis

Applying these rules to work towards better understanding & 
explaining the meaning of Sacred Scripture in order to help 
the Church to form a firmer judgement. 

All that has been said about the manner of interpreting 
Scripture is ultimately subject to the judgment of the Church 
which exercises the divinely conferred commission and 
ministry of watching over and interpreting the Word of God.

“I would not believe in the Gospel, had not the authority of the 
Catholic Church already moved me.” (St Augustine)



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

The Old Testament : 46 books

• Books of the Law (Pentateuch)
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy

• Historical Books
Joshua, Judges, Ruth, Samuel I&II, Kings I&II, Chronicles I&II, Ezra 
& Nehemiah, Tobit, Judith, Esther, Maccabees I&II

• Books of Wisdom
Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Wisdom, Sirach 
(Ecclesiasticus)

• Prophets
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Baruch, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, 
Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, 
Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi

(45 if you count Jeremiah & Lamentations as one)

The New Testament: 27 books

• Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, John 

• Acts of the Apostles 

• Letters of St. Paul:  Romans, 1 & 2, Corinthians, Galatians, 
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 & 2, Thessalonians, 1 & 2, 
Timothy, Titus, Philemon, Hebrews

• Letter of James

• Letters of Peter, 1 & 2 

• Letters of John, 1, 2, & 3

• Letter of Jude

• Revelations (Apocalypse).



The Old Testament

The Old Testament 
• is divinely inspired
• retains a permanent value. The 

Old Covenant has never been 
revoked.

• prepared for and declared in 
prophecy the coming of Christ.

• bears witness to God's saving 
love. These writings are a 
storehouse of sublime teaching 
on God & of sound wisdom on 
human life, & a wonderful 
treasury of prayers; in them, too, 
the mystery of our salvation is 
present in a hidden way.

• Christians venerate the Old 
Testament as true Word of God. 

• The Church has always opposed the 
idea of rejecting the Old Testament 
under the pretext that the New has 
rendered it void. (CCC, 121-3)



The New Testament

• Hands on the ultimate truth of God's Revelation. Its central object is Jesus Christ, 
God's incarnate Son: his acts, teachings, Passion & glorification, & his Church's 
beginnings under the Spirit's guidance.

• The Gospels are the heart of all the Scriptures "because they are our principal 
source for the life and teaching of the Incarnate Word, our Saviour".

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

1. The life and teaching of Jesus.  The Church holds firmly that the four Gospels, 
"whose historicity she unhesitatingly affirms, faithfully hand on what Jesus, the 
Son of God, while he lived among men, really did and taught for their eternal 
salvation, until the day when he was taken up."

2. The oral tradition.  "For, after the ascension of the Lord, the apostles handed 
on to their hearers what he had said and done, but with that fuller 
understanding which they, instructed by the glorious events of Christ and 
enlightened by the Spirit of truth, now enjoyed."

3. The written Gospels. "The sacred authors, in writing the four Gospels, 
selected certain of the many elements which had been handed on, either orally 
or already in written form; others they synthesized or explained with an eye to 
the situation of the churches, the while sustaining the form of preaching, but 
always in such a fashion that they have told us the honest truth about Jesus.“ 
(CCC, 124-7)

Peter Preaching. Lorenzo Venziano. c. 1370.



The Gospel

The unique place of the Gospel in the Church is evident both 
in the veneration which the liturgy accords it & in the 
surpassing attraction it has exercised on the saints at all 
times.

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

one thing needful. I'm always finding fresh lights there; 
hidden meanings which had meant nothing to me hitherto. 

(St Therese of Lisieux)



Sacred Scripture in the Life of the 
Church

The Word of God serves the Church as her 
support & vigour,  as strength for faith, food 
for the soul, & a pure & lasting fount of 
spiritual life.

The study of Sacred Scripture should 
nourish theology, pastoral preaching, 
catechetics, etc.

The Church exhorts all the Christian faithful 
to learn the surpassing knowledge of Jesus 
Christ by frequent reading of the divine 
Scriptures. 

Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of 
Christ. (St Jerome)


