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When I was growing up, I learned certain “facts” about the bible.  For 

example, that there are 39 books in the Old Testament and 27 books in 

the New Testament for a total of 66 books.  And, at one time, I had them 

memorized in order.  Like for the Old Testament: 

1. Genesis 2. Exodus 3. Leviticus 4. Numbers 5. Deuteronomy 6. Joshua 7. 

Judges 8. Ruth 9. 1 Samuel 10. 2 Samuel 11. 1 Kings 12. 2 Kings 13. 1 

Chronicles 14. 2 Chronicles… 

[15. Ezra 16. Nehemiah 17. Esther 18. Job 19. Psalms 20. Proverbs 21. 

Ecclesiastes 22. Song of Solomon 23. Isaiah 24. Jeremiah 25. 

Lamentations 26. Ezekiel 27. Daniel 28. Hosea 29. Joel 30. Amos 31. 

Obadiah 32. Jonah 33. Micah 34. Nahum 35. Habakkuk 36. Zephaniah 

37. Haggai 38. Zechariah]  

…and eventually ending with 39. Malachi. 

But then you study a bit more and learn your “facts” are only part of the 

story. 

For example, the order of the books as I recited are what we have in our 

Protestant bibles because Christians wanted to end with the prophets 

and we interpret passages from Malachi as prophesying about Christ, so 

it seems a fitting ending of the First Testament. 

The Jewish people, though, have things rearranged a bit with the prophets 

in the middle and the writings at the end, so that Chronicles is at the 

end.  Here is an eye chart showing that mapping. [Slide] 

Further, the last book actually written down was likely Jonah with the last 

parts of Daniel after that around 200 B.C., about 100 years after the 

Greeks had conquered the Persians and, subsequently, Israel. 
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When pick up the story in the New Testament with Matthew it’s 200 years 

later.  I often wondered what was happening during that time? 

It turns out a lot was happening.  [Slide] For Jewish people the key thing 

was their difficult, but ultimately successful, revolt led by the Judas 

Maccabee and his four brothers against the Greek descended rulers.  

This is also when the miracle of the lamps and oil in the rededication of 

the Temple occurs resulting in the festival Hanukkah. 

Then around 63 B.C. the Romans take over. 

Now when the Greeks took over, despite the Jewish people antipathy 

toward them, they had to adopt Greek language and the common 

person was losing Hebrew, particularly those living outside Palestine.  

Thus, the scribes started composing a version of the scriptures in Greek.  

This version of the scriptures became known as the Septuagint, [slide] 

which is Latin (!) for “the Seventy” because of the apocryphal story that 

70 (or 72) scribes working *independently* translated the scriptures 

from Hebrew into Greek and miraculously each came up with the exact 

same translation. 

By the time of Jesus, this Greek version is what most people knew, kind of 

like the King James Version being known to English speakers rather 

than Greek or even Latin.   

In fact, it is from the Septuagint that the New Testament, which itself was 

first written in Greek, quotes the Old Testament scriptures.  We know 

this because of the differences between the Hebrew and Greek versions. 

Interestingly, the Jews at the time of Jesus did have a fixed set of their 

scriptures.  Near the end of the 1st century CE in response to the 

Christian writings becoming a “new” testament, they fixed their 
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“canon.”  That is, what was in and what was out. Canon meaning a 

“cane” or measuring rod.  

They went back to their original Hebrew texts for their canon—which turns 

out not include several books and additions that were in the Septuagint. 

Meanwhile, the Christians continued using the Septuagint for their “Old” 

Testament while also having their “New” Testament—both in Greek. 

After about 300 years of oppressing Christians, the Romans changed their 

attitude in the spirit of, “if you can’t beat them, join them.”  Besides 

trying to settle on things like the Trinity, they also decide the bible 

should be in Latin, since they were not Greeks, like the Orthodox 

Church still was. 

So, St. Jerome does a translation in the late 4th century.  [Slide] In the 

process, though, he finds that the Septuagint, the Greek version of the 

Old Testament, has several books and additions that are not in the 

Jewish canon Hebrew bible. 

He grumpily decides to include these extra books and calls them the 

“apocrypha”, which in Greek literally means “hidden away.”  [Slide] His 

view was they were “ecclesiastical” but not “canonical.”  That is, they 

could be read in church and used for edification but not for doctrine as 

“the word of the Lord.”  

His contemporary, St. Augustine, though, disagreed, saying they were 

divinely inspired.  And though Jews believed revelations from God 

ended with Ezra and so did not include these books, Augustine said 

revelations from God continued up to the Revelation to John, so that 

these intertestamental books counted also, as they had in the church for 

the past 300 years since the resurrection of Christ. 
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The debate continued until the Protestant Reformation when Martin 

Luther, John Calvin, and others had to decide what was canon, that is, 

authoritative, and what was not.   

They ended up coming down on the side of Jerome [Slide], essentially 

saying, they were useful to read (and did include them in their 

translations of the bible), but they were not for determining doctrine.   

There were several reasons.  One was they were not in the Hebrew bible.   

Another was that none of them uses the introductory phrase, “Thus says the 

LORD.”   

Another was that no one in the New Testament ever quotes from the 

Apocrypha, though Jude comes close. 

Also, the doctrines of Purgatory and prayers for the dead and that giving 

alms to the upright saves you came from the books 2 Maccabees and 

Tobit, which were key things that Luther was railing against. 

In response, the Catholic Church made it official in 1566 that the Old 

Testament books, as we know them, were “protocanonical”, that is, 

“first canon” and these other books were “deuterocanonical”, that is, 

“second canon.” [Slide] Kind of like “Old Testament 1 and 2.”  Thus, 

they no longer call them the “Apocrypha” as Protestants do. 

Just to confuse things, there are some false Jewish and Christian books that 

Protestants call Pseudepigrapha, that is, “false writings”, that Catholics 

call “Apocrypha.” 

So just what are these books of the Apocrypha? [Slide] 

Tobit, Judith, Esther additions, Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus or 

Sirach, Baruch, Letter of Jeremiah, Prayer of Azariah and Song of the 

Three Jews/Children, Susanna (Daniel 13), Bel and the Dragon (Daniel 
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14), 1 Maccabees, 2 Maccabees (3 Maccabees, 4 Maccabees), 1 Esdras, 2 

Esdras, Prayer of Manasseh, (Psalm 151). 

And yet even among Christian branches that accept the Apocrypha, they 

differ a bit on some of the books to include. 

While there are some passages from the Apocrypha that are included in the 

Revised Common Lectionary, that is really for the benefit of our 

Catholic friends.  To my knowledge, no Presbyterian church today 

includes the Apocrypha in their liturgy.  Thus, I thought it worthwhile to 

“unhide” these books at least once.  Because while we might not regard 

these as the Word of God, neither are they forbidden books.   

And while we do not have time to cover all the books of the Apocrypha, here 

are three passages as examples.  

[Slides Wisdom of Solomon 3:1-9, Baruch 5:1-9, Sirach 10:12-18 and the 

associated pages from the lectionary] 

Through the ages the Apocrypha have been influential in art, music, and 

literature, including 80 passages in Shakespeare and our hymns, “It 

Came Upon a Midnight Clear” and “Thank We All Our God.” 

Christopher Columbus used a passage from 2 Esdras that said only 1/7 of 

the earth was water.  Columbus concluded, therefore, the Atlantic was 

not as wide as people thought (though actually it was).  And it helped to 

persuade King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain to finance his 

trip, which would, of course, change human history.  

So, in conclusion—so what?  What should you take away from this history 

lesson that I called a sermon? 

One is that bible, both the Old and New Testaments, evolved over centuries 

in oral and then written form and in different languages; there is no one 
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undisputed version.  While that can be disconcerting, we should not be 

afraid or reject when we learn new facts, but consider what God might 

reveal to us. 

Two is that different people can have different facts and both have a basis 

for their beliefs. As David DeSilva, Professor of New Testament and 

Greek at Ashland Theological Seminary in Ohio, writes about the 

Apocrypha, “To use a gross oversimplification, if it were not for 

Augustine, these books might have been lost to the church; if it were not 

for Jerome, we might never have distinguished them as a collection 

separate from the Old Testament.” 

Thirdly, none of us is omniscient and so while we may disagree on things—

including everything going on in the world today—we should do so with 

grace, as the Lord our God has given us, seeking first to understand and 

not to judge. 

As the author of Ephesians says, “For by grace you have been saved through 

faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God—not the result 

of works, so that no one may boast.” 

The Word of the Lord / Thanks be to God.  Amen.  


