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Introduction: A Historical Legacy
The division of the Bible into chapters and verses is a tool we take for granted today, but its
origins involve both Catholics and Protestants. While the chapters were the work of a
Catholic cardinal (Stephen Langton), the verses were numbered by a
Protestant (Robert Estienne).

So how did the Catholic Church receive this division partially created by a reformer? Did it
accept it without question, or were there reservations? And most importantly, what does
this teach us about God’s Providence in the transmission of Sacred Scripture?

1. The Catholic Church and Protestant Numbering: A
Cautious Acceptance

A. Initial Resistance

When Robert Estienne, a Calvinist printer, published his Bible with numbered verses in
1551-1555, it was not immediately adopted by the Catholic Church. There were two
main reasons:

The Context of the Protestant Reformation: Estienne was a supporter of Calvin,1.
and Rome distrusted any innovation linked to the reformers.
The Risk of “Fragmentation”: Some theologians feared that dividing the Bible into2.
verses would lead to out-of-context reading, favoring private interpretations (as many
Protestants did).

B. Gradual Adoption

However, the practical utility of the system was undeniable, and the Church ultimately
adopted it, albeit cautiously:

The Council of Trent (1545-1563), which reaffirmed the Catholic biblical canon, did
not condemn the verse division.
In 1592, Pope Clement VIII approved the Sixto-Clementine Vulgate, which
included chapters and verses, thus showing official acceptance.
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Why did the Church accept it?

Because the system did not affect the content of the faith; it was merely a
reference tool.
Because it facilitated Catholic apologetics, allowing precise refutations of
Protestant interpretations.

2. God’s Providence Amid Human Divisions
This historical episode shows us something profound: God can use even those outside
the Church to serve His plan. As Matthew 23:2-3 says:

“The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat. So practice and
observe whatever they tell you, but not what they do.”

Spiritual application:

God can use imperfect human means for the good of His Church (like a Protestant
helping to organize the Bible).
The Church, guided by the Holy Spirit, knows how to discern which innovations
are useful and which are dangerous.

3. Should Catholics Use Bibles with Protestant
Chapters and Verses?
Yes, but with two precautions:

Ensure the Bible is a Catholic edition (with all 73 books, not the 66 of the1.
Protestant canon).
Read verses in context, avoiding “verse-islanding” (taking phrases out of their2.
complete meaning).
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Conclusion: A Useful System, but the Church is the
Guardian
The chapter-and-verse division is a human aid, not inspired, but the Church, in its wisdom,
adopted it because it serves the faithful.

This teaches us that:
✅ The true unity of the Bible lies in Tradition and the Magisterium, not in numbering.
✅ God writes straight with crooked lines (like using a Protestant to order His Word).

“The word of God is not chained” (2 Timothy 2:9).

What about you? Have you ever wondered about the origin of these numbers in your
Bible? Share this article, and let’s explore the richness of Sacred Scripture
together!


