
 

             

 

 

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 
 
4th Sunday in Ordinary Time Year C 
 
Catholics don’t ‘do’ the Old Testament – or do they? 
Readings:  Jeremiah 1:4-5, 17-19, Ps 70, 1 Cor 12:31-13:13, Luke 4:21-30 
 
 
Last week I preached a homily on the reading from the Book of 
Nehemiah. I know you will remember that because many of you were 
taking copious notes as I went into forensic historical detail – or perhaps 
you were just writing the shopping list for Tesco. 
 
Anyway, the response and subsequent questions were very encouraging. 
However, when I preached the same homily at one of our other 
churches I was buttonholed, in the nicest possible way, by one of the 
most delightful and faithful men in the congregation there and asked the 
following question. 
 
‘Father, I’ve noticed that this is the third time you have preached on the 
Old Testament in the last three months. Is that because you used to be a 
Protestant? I thought we Catholics didn’t do the Old Testament.’ 
 
We sat down over coffee and examined the question because it’s a vital 
one. 
 
It is certainly true that the older ones among you would have grown up 
attending Mass at which the O.T. seldom got a look in. That wasn’t 
because Catholics didn’t do the O.T. but because in the balance of the 
whole prayer of the Church much of it would have found its place in the 
offices, prayed mainly by priests and religious. There were exceptions, of 
course, and the feast of the Immaculate Conception, for example, had 
an introit from Isaiah and a first lesson from Wisdom. And then there are 
the Psalms, the great hymnbook of the Church which are present in 
almost every form of genuine Christian worship. Further confusion was 



added in the mind of my friend by the fact that the O.T. lesson would be 
labelled Epistle. 
 
The restoration of the pattern of O.T. reading AND Epistle on Sundays 
was one of the fruits of The Council, making it more obviously accessible 
to the laity. 
 
So to return to the question. Do Catholics do the O.T.? 
 
The Catholic Church has always ‘done’ the O.T. 
 
There would be no Bible without the Catholic Church and the Catholic 
Church has the highest doctrine of Scripture of any Church in the world. 
She determined, by the Holy Spirit, what are the Canonical writings and, 
when the Reformation came, she defended them against the Protestant 
revolutionaries who gaily ripped fifteen books out of the Old Testament 
and threatened to do the same to three of the New Testament books. 
Successive heresies, from Marcionism in the second century onward, 
have sought to slim down the Bible to the bits they like and that suit 
their teaching. The Catholic Church has always taught the whole Bible. 
 
Why is it so important? 
 
The Old Testament is the history of salvation that finds its climax and 
fulfilment in Christ.  
 
It is the Word of God that is finally realised and incarnated in Christ. 
 

1 Christ, in His humanity, finds His self understanding in the Old 
Testament passages. Last week’s Gospel saw Him preaching in the 
synagogue that He was the fulfilment of the prophecy in Isaiah. 

2 Christ, in His divinity is that very Word of God given to Man. 
            We dare not diminish it by editing that Word or amending it. 
 
It would be pointless Christians running around shouting, ‘Jesus is the 
answer’, if nobody knew what the question was. 
 
If we did not know the nature of Creation and Fall in Genesis, how would 
we know our need of salvation? 



If we did not understand the crossing of the Red Sea, how would we 
comprehend our Baptism? 
 
If we did not know the Passover what possible sense could we make of 
the Mass? 
 
If we did not know the Prophets or the Kingly line what earthly good 
would it be reading the early chapters of Matthew? 
 
All this week the epistle reading has come from Hebrews, a book entirely 
dedicated to understanding the High Priesthood of Christ in the light of 
the Old Testament. 
 
What sense could we make of the dramatic moment of the Temple Veil’s 
rending on Good Friday if we knew nothing of the Temple and what it 
foreshadowed? 
 
Why does the Roman Canon pay particular attention to Abel, Abraham 
and Melchisedek, in the prayers of sacrifice surrounding the 
consecration? 
 
For the Catholic Christian the Old Testament is vital. The Church has, 
from her earliest life, taught that the New Testament is hidden in the 
Old and the Old Testament is fulfilled in the New. 
 
The Apostles and the early Church Fathers taught extensively from the 
Old Testament – for the Apostles it was the Scripture they had. It was 
the touchstone against which New Testament writings were put for 
inclusion in the Bible. 
 
You will remember the Walk to Emmaus where the Risen Lord comes 
alongside the depressed and defeated disciples and for two or three 
hours explains to them, ‘beginning with Moses and the Prophets, all the 
Scriptures and how they concerned Him’. In other words the O.T. 
 
It was with words from the O.T. that Jesus rebuked and rejected Satan in 
the temptations. It was with words from the O.T. that Jesus answered 
the lawyers question. It was with the words of the O.T. that Jesus prayed 
on the Cross. 



If we didn’t have the O.T. we wouldn’t know why Mary and Joseph took 
Jesus to the Temple this morning and we wouldn’t have the faintest idea 
of why old Simeon and Anna were so delighted to see Him. 
 
And here again this evening Jesus’ preaching refers us back to the O.T. in 
the stories of Elijah and the widow and Elisha’s healing of Naaman. 
(I Kings 17 &  2Kings 5). Go home and read them tonight. They are 
wonderful stories. 
 
The reason that the people of His home town tried to lynch Him is 
because He reminded them in these O.T. stories that, all too often, those 
who had been given the Faith as part of their culture and upbringing 
ignored it. It was left to foreigners to truly appreciate the glory of God 
and know His power. (Can you imagine the reaction if someone said that 
in this church?) 
 
Jesus preached on the Old Testament all the time and I don’t think He 
was a Protestant.  His Church does the same. It is a vital part of how she 
understands herself AND how she understands Her Lord. 
 
 
2013 Fowey Retreat 
 

 

 

 
 


