THE NATURE OF HOLY SCRIPTURES

From an Orthodox perspective, the Bible is far more than a historical document or a book of moral teachings. It
is understood as the primary written witness to God's self-revelation and, in a special way, the Word of God
expressed in human language. This is not a text that fell from heaven, but a divinely inspired collection of
writings produced by human authors who were "fellow workers" (cooperators) with God, contributing their own
particular gifts and perspectives.

The Church sees Scripture as a "coherent whole," unified by the same Spirit speaking on every page, with the
same message throughout: the story of God's salvation culminating in Jesus Christ. As Orthodox theologian
Metropolitan Kallistos Ware notes, to open and read the Bible is to "enter into a personal conversation face-to-
face with the living God”. It is a personal letter from God to each reader, and the Word is not simply to be
studied, but to be listened to and obeyed.

Key Considerations for Catechumens

e Divine and Human It is both a divinely inspired message and a text that reflects the human expression,
context, and personality of its authors.

e Inspiration and Response We approach Scripture in a spirit of obedient receptivity, listening for what
God is saying to us, here and now.

e Christ is the Center All Scripture is to be interpreted in light of the Person of Jesus Christ. He is the
key that unlocks the Old and fulfills the New.

THE COUNCIL DETERMINING THE CANON & ITS DATE

The process of defining the canon of Scripture was a gradual development over centuries, not a single event.
There was no one council where the entire Bible was decided at once. The New Testament canon was
essentially settled by the 4th century, a process that involved the use of certain texts in worship and the
consensus of local churches and prominent bishops. Instead of one single council, the canon was solidified
through a series of local councils and the pronouncements of key figures in the Church.

Key Councils and Dates

Council/Date Significance

Council of An important local council that provided one of the early lists of
Laodicea (c. 360 canonical books. Notably, it did not include the Book of Revelation,
A.D.) reflecting early Eastern hesitation about its status .

A synod under Pope Damasus that issued a decree affirming a canon
of Scripture, which is often seen as an early formal list from the
West .

Council of Rome
(382 A.D.)

Synod of Hippo A regional African council that reaffirmed the canon of both Old and
(393 A.D.) New Testaments .



Council/Date Significance

Council of Another African council that confirmed the canonicity of the 27
Carthage (397 books of the New Testament, including Revelation, and played a key
A.D.)) role in establishing the consensus for the West .

The "canon" of Scripture as we largely know it today was thus not the result of a single edict, but a process of
reception by the Church over time, finalized in the 4th and 5th centuries.

THE THREE CRITERIA FOR SCRIPTURAL BOOKS

The Orthodox Church does not have a formal list of criteria for canonicity in the same way as a legal document.
However, the early Church used three primary principles to discern which books were genuinely inspired and
belonged in the canon, as reflected in the writings of Church Fathers and historians.

1. Apostolic Origin or Connection A book had to be written by an Apostle (like Paul, John, Matthew,
Peter) or be directly associated with an Apostle, such as the Gospels of Mark (associated with Peter) and
Luke (associated with Paul). This principle ensured the text traced back to the first witnesses of Christ.

2. Widespread and Continuous Use in the Church A book had to be recognized, read, and used in public
worship across the universal Church. If a text was only used in one local region, its authenticity was
questionable. The liturgical use of a text was seen as a mark of its authority.

3. Orthodox Doctrine The book had to be consistent with the "rule of faith" (regula fidei)—the core
apostolic teaching that had been handed down. Texts that promoted heretical ideas (like those of the
Gnostics) were rejected because they were not in line with the faith of the Church.

SOME BOOKS WHICH DID NOT MAKE IT INTO THE CANON

While the canon of the New Testament is nearly universally agreed upon, several early Christian writings were
highly respected but ultimately not included. These are often referred to as "Apocryphal" or "Pseudepigraphal"
books.

e The Didache An early Christian treatise on morals and church order, highly valued for its insight into
early community life, but not considered inspired Scripture.

e The Shepherd of Hermas A popular allegorical work from the 2nd century that was widely read and
even considered Scripture by some early Fathers (e.g., Irenaeus), but eventually not included in the final
canon.

e The Apocalypse of Peter A text that was accepted for a time by some churches in the East but
ultimately rejected, as it contained ideas that were not in line with the broader tradition.

e The Protoevangelium of James A very popular text that elaborated on the story of the birth and
childhood of Mary. It influenced Christian art and tradition about the Theotokos but was not included as
canonical Scripture.
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e The Epistle of Barnabas An early Christian document that is occasionally bound with the New
Testament in some ancient manuscripts (like Codex Sinaiticus), but ultimately not accepted as canonical.

ABOUT THE SPIRITUAL SENSE OF SCRIPTURE

The Orthodox Church has always understood that Scripture has a deeper meaning beyond the literal text. This is
based on the belief that the Holy Spirit inspired the writing of Scripture and, therefore, also guides its
interpretation. The "spiritual sense" reveals the deeper realities of the Christian faith, particularly the person of
Christ and the salvation He accomplished.

The Four Senses of Biblical Interpretation

St. John Cassian, a foundational figure in Orthodox spirituality, identifies these four senses as the "mind of the
Church”. They help us understand the full depth of a passage. The following table provides a clear breakdown
for your catechumens.

Sense of . ' .

Seripture Focus Meaning & Key Question
The straightforward, historical meaning of the words as

Literal The text itself intended by the author. It is the foundation for all other
senses. Question: What actually happened?

How Old Testament people, events, and objects prefigure or

Tvoolosical Connection to "type" Christ and the New Covenant. A "type" is a shadow of a
ypolog Christ greater reality to come. Question: How does this point to
Christ?

. The ethical and spiritual lessons drawn from the text that apply
Instruction for . . ..
Moral livin to our personal lives, teaching us how to live in
& Christ. Question: What does this teach me to do?

The End The interpretation of Scripture as it relates to the ultimate
Eschatological Times and purpose of history, the final judgment, and the heavenly
Hope kingdom. Question: What does this teach me to hope for?

Some Specific Examples of Each Kind

Here are concrete examples from Scripture and the Church Fathers to help your catechumens see the Four
Senses in action.

e The Literal Sense The text of the Gospels describes Jesus, a real historical person, walking from town
to town, healing real people.

e The Typological Sense The Old Testament Passover lamb (a historical event) is seen as a #ype of Christ,
the "Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world" (John 1:29). The bronze serpent Moses lifted
up (Numbers 21) is a type of Christ being lifted up on the Cross (John 3:14).



In Psalm 137:9, the Psalmist says, "Blessed is he who takes your little ones and
dashes them against a stone." A literal reading is horrific. Morally, the Fathers interpret this as
destroying our "little sins" before they grow, dashing them against the "Rock of our salvation," Christ.
St. Andrew of Crete's Great Canon is a masterclass in this interpretation, applying stories from the Old
and New Testaments to the soul's struggle with sin.

As described by St. John Cassian, Jerusalem can be understood in all four
senses. Eschatologically, Jerusalem is the heavenly city, our true homeland, the New Jerusalem that
comes down from God out of heaven (Revelation 21).



