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PREFACE 
 

This document consists of a number of overlapping studies and resources (of uneven quality) 
that pertain to the composition, transmission, and translation of the Scriptures, with a 
particular focus on the canonical development of the Old Testament and New Testament. 

These selected materials adopt a more traditional perspective intended to serve as background 
reading material for students who live in areas where it is difficult to access the internet or to 
obtain hard copy books. All of the following chapters, except chapter 18, are derived from the 
WorldWideWeb and have been lightly edited, reformatted, and somewhat revised. Chapters 1-
5 and 12-17 are more basic sections that persons who are not very familiar with the subject of 
the canon and related subjects might do well to begin with. This is very much a work-in-
progress and thus could be improved in many respects. All corrections and suggestions for 
revision therefore are most welcome (erwendland@gmail.com ). I very much appreciate the 
comments that I have already received! 
Version 2.6 – Compiled by Ernst R. Wendland – Lusaka Lutheran Seminary – August 29, 2017 
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1. The Content and Extent of the Old Testament Canon 

(Adapted from a study by Wayne Stiles accessed at: https://bible.org/article/content-and-extent-old-

testament-canon ) 

1.1 Introduction 

The Apostle Paul wrote, regarding the Old Testament, “Now these things happened to 

them as an example, and they were written for our instruction, upon whom the ends of 

the ages have come” (1 Cor. 10:11). The use of the Old Testament Scriptures by the 

church of Christ has been the subject of some debate from the early church fathers up to 

the present day. The debate is primarily concerned with the question of what writings 

are truly in the canon of the Old Testament Scriptures. The word “canon” is from a 

Greek word that means a “rule” or “standard”; in the second century Christian church it 

came to be understood as “revealed truth.”1 Yet for some Christians the “revealed truth” 

represented more than for others.  

 

Augustine is a fine example of this, as he “. . . regarded the church to be the custodian of 

Scripture and thus may easily have concluded that on matters of the extent of the canon 

the church had the authority to decide. . . Augustine seemed to consider church 

reception to be sufficient warrant for canonical authority; this he gave as the reason for 

accepting the Maccabean books as canonical.”2 Initially, it was not as if the canon itself 

was debated as much as it was looked at differently.  

 

Some held that the canon was extensive enough to encompass all the books read in the 

church for edification, which would include the Apocrypha and sometimes the 

Pseudipigrapha (anonymous apocalyptic writings). Others held that the canon was 

simply that of the Jewish Bible, representing also the Protestant Bibles of today.3 It was 

not until the age of the Reformation that the debate began to rage. In 1546 when the 

Council of Trent made a formal statement that all not accepting the selected Apocryphal 

writings should be damned, the Protestants retorted with an equally resolute voice. 

 

The question of canonicity is completely valid. If there are disputes about what is 

Scripture, the validity of faith itself is greatly at stake. For as Beckwith puts it so well, “. . 

. with no canon there is no Bible.”4 This study will briefly discuss the major issues of the 

Old Testament canon attempting to show the contents and extent of the canon. 
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1.2 The Concept of the Old Testament Canon 

It may seem strange that evangelicals today base their beliefs solely on Scripture, and 

yet their canon was recognized by tradition. And yet just as believers assert that the Holy 

Spirit inspired the original texts of Scripture, they also trust that the establishment of 

the assembled canon of Scripture was also guided and directed by the same Spirit of 

God. The way that canon was regarded in history past plays an integral role in the 

recognition of the canon.  

 

The tradition and authority of the people of God throughout history have attested that 

there was a group of writings, divinely inspired, which were recognizable as such. The 

internal evidence within the Old Testament itself affirms that it is 

Scripture. Deuteronomy 31:24-26 says, “And it came about, when Moses finished writing 

the words of this law in a book until they were complete, that Moses commanded the 

Levites who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD, saying, ‘Take this book of the 

law and place it beside the ark of the covenant of the LORD your God, that it may 

remain there as a witness against you.’” Deuteronomy itself, “. . .also reaffirms in Israel 

the idea of a ‘canon,’ a collection of written materials by which the life of the nation 

would be administered.”5 
 

The inter-testament saints held that there was a known corpus of Scripture, for in their 

writings they would often refer to it with the authoritative phrase, “as it is written,” or 

“according to Scripture,” or “it is written.” In fact, references to almost all of the books of 

the Old Testament are considered to be Scripture by the writers of the inter-testament 

and the New Testament period. Beckwith says of this period that 

. . . with the exception of the three short books of Ruth, Song of Songs and Esther, 

the canonicity of every book of the Hebrew Bible is attested, most of them several 

times over. . . it is very striking that, over a period ranging from the second 

century BC (at latest) to the first century AD, so many writers, of so many classes 

(Semitic, Hellenistic, Pharisaic, Essene, Christian), show such agreement about 

the canon. . .6 

 

In addition, there are at least 28 documented separate titles for the Old Testament 

canon proving that the individual books had become a collection sufficient enough to 

warrant various titles to the group (i.e. canon) as a whole.7 
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Church history took very heavily into consideration what Jesus and the New Testament 

writers thought about the Old Testament in determining canonicity. The number of 

references to the Old Testament by New Testament writers is abundant, and it attests to 

the fact that there was an established canon at the time of their writing. 

Probably the fullest evidence (in secular writings) on the concept of there being a canon 

is in the work of Josephus. In Against Apion 1.7 f., or 1.37–43, Josephus gives his 

understanding that, not only was there a canon, but he also lists what he believes that 

canon is. This list is identical to the Jewish and Christian canon with one exception, that 

of omitting either the Song of Songs or Ecclesiastes.8 Josephus mentions that there were 

copies of Scripture in the Temple itself, and before its destruction in AD 70 it contained 

a collection of books. This collection was considered by the Jewish community to be 

canon, for “the main test of the canonical reception of a book must have been whether or 

not it was one of those laid up in the Temple.”9 

 

The preceding evidence reveals not what the books of the canon are, but the fact that the 

concept of a canon did indeed already exist before the beginning of the Christian era. 

1.3 The Construct of the Old Testament Canon 

Not only does the literature testify to the concept of there being a canon, but also to the 

construction of that canon as being in three parts: the Law, the Prophets and the 

Hagiographa. This is a method of arranging the various books evidenced from many 

sources outside the canon itself. The earliest evidence is from the prologue to the book 

Ecclesiasticus which specifically mentions three times the three parts of the canon. The 

author says, “. . . many great things have been communicated to us through the Law and 

the prophets, and the others who followed after. . . my grandfather Jeshua, after 

devoting himself for a long time to the reading of the Law and the prophets and the 

other books of our forefathers. . .”. Here the author, writing about 180 BC, clearly 

delineates the construction as being in three recognized parts, and these parts, having 

titles and sections, show that by the writer’s time the canon was considered closed. 

Jesus Himself, the most authoritative witness for the Christian, states in Luke 24:44 the 

three sections of the Old Testament as “the Law of Moses and the Prophets and Psalms . 

. .” “Psalms” undoubtedly means the whole Hagiographa, for Christ often referred to 

Daniel, which was a part of that third section, as well as the book of Psalms itself, after 
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which the section was named. Philo and the tenth century Arabian writer al-Masudi 

both refer to the Hagiographa as the “Psalms.”10 

 

Since the Jews traditionally placed the book of Chronicles in the Hagiographa, another 

statement of Jesus alludes to the three sections of the completed canon. He said in Luke 

11:50-51 (also in Matthew 23:35), “. . .in order that the blood of all the prophets, shed 

since the foundation of the world, may be charged against this generation, from the 

blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who perished between the altar and the house 

{of God;} yes, I tell you, it shall be charged against this generation.” The Zechariah 

referred to is certainly the one in 2 Chronicles 24:21, and this is significant because His 

statement is, in a sense, referring to the first part of the three sections (Genesis) and to 

the last (Chronicles), implying the inclusion of the second section as well. Christ’s point 

also is in His mentioning the prophets, for “. . . prophecy, as the Jews knew well, had 

virtually ended with the composition of the latest book of Holy Scripture. . .,” which was 

the book of 2 Chronicles, written about 400 BC. 

 

Judas Maccabaeus and his associates, in 164 BC, compiled a list of the Prophets and 

Hagiographa at least 250 years prior to the generally assumed date of the closing of the 

canon (AD 90, at the Synod of Jamnia). The historical book of 2 Maccabees 2:14f 

describes it this way: “And in like manner Judas (Maccabaeus) also gathered together 

for us all those writings that had been scattered by reason of the war that befell, and 

they are still with us. If therefore ye have need thereof, send some to fetch them unto 

you.” Beckwith says, 

Judas knew that the prophetic gift had ceased a long time before (1 Macc. 9:27; cp. Also 

4.46; 14;41), so what is more likely than that, in gathering together the scattered 

scriptures, he and his companions the Hasidim classified the now complete collection in 

the way which from that time became traditional. . .The manner in which Judas 

Maccabaeus did his work was presumably by compiling a list, not by combining books in 

large scrolls. . . If Judas gave such structure to the canon, he must have had a definite 

collection of writings to work on.11 

 

The Old Testament books, as grouped in the canon, also had an established order. The 

relevancy that there was an established order--even though that order was different for 

different people--implies that the books in that order, however arranged, were 

recognized as canonical and that the canon was closed at the time of its ordering. 
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The number of the books is also a relevant issue, and the evidence shows that the 

number of the canonical books was always assumed to be 22 or 24. The books 

themselves were the same in both renderings; they would simply be grouped differently. 

“In earlier days they combined Ruth with Judges, and Lamentations with Jeremiah and 

thus made twenty-two books equivalent to the twenty-two letters in the Hebrew 

alphabet.”12 It is “. . . difficult to conceive of those books being counted, and the number 

being generally accepted and well known, if the canon remained open and the identity of 

its books uncertain. . . agreement about their number implies agreement about their 

identity.”13 

1.4 The Contents of the Old Testament Canon 

1.4.1 The Canonical Books 

It would be logical that upon completion of an Old Testament book the book was 

canonical. Theoretically, this must be true, but actually, a book of Scripture 

was considered to be such by virtue of the authority of the human author. So while the 

Pentateuch was completed with the death of Moses, and the Prophets and the 

Hagiographa with their authors, the recognition of their canonicity may have been 

centuries after their actual completion. Consequently, as recognitions differ, there was 

some dispute about mainly five books of the Old Testament, sometimes called the 

“antilegomena” or the “books spoken against.” These were: Ezekiel, Proverbs, 

Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, and Esther. The secular motifs in these books were the 

leading cause of concern to some scholars as well as was the apparent contradictions 

with other canonical books which were not disputed. The disputes themselves imply that 

the books in question were considered canonical, because contradictions in un-inspired 

texts would have been assumed, and therefore, non-existent.  

 

It is usually assumed that the presence of the dispute proves that the canon was still 

open and up for grabs and that it was not settled until the alleged Council of Jamnia in 

AD 90. The motivation behind such an assertion is the desire to canonize some 

Apocryphal and books of the Pseudepigrapha as well. Beckwith makes a good 

argument14 that Ezekiel was not debated, it being part of the already closed Prophets, 

and not the Hagiographa, which was the subject of debate at Jamnia. In particular only 

the Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes were debated, or according to the Rabbi Akiba, only 

Ecclesiastes. Green quotes Rabbi Akiba from the Talmud regarding the Jewish opinion 
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of the inspiration of the Song of Solomon. “‘Silence and Peace! No one is Israel has ever 

doubted that the Song of Solomon defiles the hands [i.e. is Scripture]. For no day in the 

history of the world is worth the day when the Song of Solomon was given to Israel. For 

all the Hagiographa are holy, but the Song of Solomon is a holy of holies. If there has 

been any dispute, it referred only to Ecclesiastes. . . So they disputed and they 

decided.”15 And what did they decide? “‘The wise men desired to withdraw (ganaz) the 

Book of Ecclesiastes because its language was often self-contradictory and contradicted 

the utterances of David. Why did they not withdraw it? Because the beginning and the 

end of it consist of words of the law.’ Sabbath 30b.”16  

 

The book of 2 Esdras shows that Ezra republished the 24 books of the inspired law. 

“How could such an assertion be made if five of the 24 books were known to have been 

added to the canon about AD 90, only ten years or so earlier?”17 In the end the 

Hagiographa triumphed. For two factors helped, says Pfeiffer: “The first was mere 

survival. In ancient times, when books had to be copied laboriously by hand on papyrus 

or parchment, no literary work could survive for a few centuries unless it had attained 

considerable circulation. . . We may wonder, for instance, why Esther should have 

survived among the Jews, while Judith perished, since the appeal of both was mainly 

patriotic.”18 

1.4.2 The Non-Canonical Books 

The non-canonical books which were excluded from the canon had a foot in the 

canonical door mainly by virtue of the disputed books’ arguments. The thought was, “If 

we can dispute about these five canonical books, can we not also dispute about these 

other books as being canonical too?” For the most part, the books in question from the 

Pseudepigrapha (anonymous authors) and Apocrypha could not be included in the 

canon, for one reason, because their date is much later than the previously attested date 

of the closing of the canon recognized by Judas Maccabaeus in 164 BC. The confusion 

comes in that many of the books in question are impeccable historical sources, and are 

true in what they say, but truth does not necessarily equate with canonicity. The books 

such as 1 Maccabees, Judith, Wisdom of Solomon, and Ecclesiasticus, just to name a 

few, contain great value in and of themselves. But value is not enough to warrant 

canonicity. Even within the book of such value as Ecclesiasticus are personal biases that 

Holy Scripture would not commend. The author, Jesus the son of Sira, reveals a great 

deal of his personal character as he “not only expresses his views quite frankly on a 
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variety of subjects, making no secret, for instance, of his intense dislike for the fair 

‘weaker’ sex (9:8; 23:22-27. . .).”19 

1.4.3  Augustine and the Apocrypha  

Nevertheless, in the heat of the argument, Augustine limits his Old Testament to the 

Jewish canon when he writes in his tract on ‘Faith of Things not Seen’ appealing to the 

Scriptures as follows: ‘Unless haply unbelieving men judge those things to have been 

written by Christians, in order that those things which they already believed might have 

greater weight of authority if they should be thought to have been promised before they 

came. If they suspect this let them examine carefully the codices of our enemies the 

Jews. There let them read those things of which we have made mention.’20 

“Philo, the Egyptian Jew of the first century AD, evidently accepted the twenty-two 

Hebrew books, for he quotes from many of them and from them only, as 

authoritative.”21 Jerome as well as Rufinus: 

. . . were crystal clear on the matter [of not considering them canonical] but their 

reaction to the pressure exerted on them indicates that many leaders thought the 

additional books ought to be recognized as inspired. . . Jerome yielded to the 

popular request in furnishing a translation to the church at large but never 

permitted his scholarly convictions to yield to the point of recognizing these 

books as canonical.22 

 

The Essene canon contained some of the Pseudepigrapha which they claimed to be 

divine. Most of these writings were midrash on canonized books and logically therefore 

would not be Scripture. For if the Pseudepigrapha contained a copy of a canonical book 

as well as commentary on it, why would it not negate the original canonical book, 

because the Pseudepigrapha with its inspired commentary would be much more 

valuable? In addition, “If they were conscious of being inspired, why did they not have 

the confidence to use their own names?”23 Even the quote in Jude 14 of 1 Enoch 1:9 does 

not require that 1 Enoch is Scripture. To quote what is true in Scripture is different than 

saying that what is quoted is Scripture. Even Paul quoted a pagan poet in Acts 17:28, yet 

he certainly did not regard it as Scripture but as simply true.  

 

The Pharisees, the Sadducees and the Essenes also all recognized a closed canon and 

generally saw that prophecy had ceased before the Pseudepigrapha and Apocrypha were 
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even written. None of the Pseudepigrapha and Apocrypha were in the canon of the Jews 

and it was to this canon that Jesus Himself and the Apostles appealed. 

1.5 IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The implications of such a study are two-fold. For those who have held that the writings 

other than the Jewish and Protestant Old Testament are inspired, there needs to be 

serious reconsideration. Jesus Himself implied that the last prophet was Zechariah in 

the book of Chronicles. The previous section alone is sufficient to warrant solemn 

attention. The value of the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha is not the question but only 

whether they were even candidates for canonicity. There is no shame in a change of 

position, only in resolute rejection of the historical and logical data. 

For those who have held to the Jewish and Protestant Old Testament there is the 

implication of comfort, assurance, as well as a deepening devotion to what God has not 

only seen fit to reveal to us, but that which He has seen fit to uphold and confirm to us 

through many different agencies. 
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2. Canon of the Old Testament 

The acceptance and collection of the inspired books of the OT canon includes the history of 
the acceptance of the OT books, the reasons why they were accepted and collected, and 
the divisions of the books, and also why other books called the Apocrypha were not 
accepted into the canon. 
 
(https://www.biblicaltraining.org/library/canon-old-testament) 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The word canon comes from a Greek word meaning rule. It has come to refer largely to the 
standards of the Church. Church rules are called “canon law”; clerical vestments are 
sometimes called “canonics.” The most widely used sense of the word refers to the canon 
of Scripture; i.e., the list of books regarded by the Church as authoritative and divine. There 
are actually two points to consider in discussing the principles of canonicity; first, why the 
books are authoritative and divine, and second, when and how they were accepted by the 
Church and collected into a canon. Especially in the OT field the matter is complicated by 
the fact that much of this process took place in the distant past for which historical evidence 
is very scanty. Opinions may, therefore, differ somewhat, depending upon the viewpoint of 
the observer and the confidence he places in the evidence that is available. 

In the last century or more there has arisen a sharp divergence of opinion among Biblical 
scholars which deeply affects questions of canonicity. In former ages most of the students 
of the Bible believed it to be true and accepted its supernatural teachings. Since the rise of 
rationalism and its penetration into the citadels of the Christian faith, it has become common 
to deny the possibility of the supernatural, and with this denial the Bible has been dissected 
and challenged in many ways. Study of the OT canon in such circles is a study of the 
history of the growth of the error of Biblical acceptance and belief on the part of the 
Christian Church. It is clear that conservative and liberal Christians approach the subject of 
the OT canon from very different viewpoints. It is more important to assess the evidence 
bearing on the subject with care, and also to judge whether opposition to the historic view of 
the canon stems from compelling argument or from theories previously adopted on other 
grounds. 

The conservative scholar is not without bias. He freely confesses that full information on the 
OT canon is no longer available. He utilizes freely every scrap of evidence remaining. He is 
also heavily influenced in all these matters by the teaching of Christ. Christ’s teaching and 
work guarantee to the Church the possibility of a real factual revelation from God, and also 
that the OT canon embodies that very revelation as Scripture. In a real sense the study of 
the OT canon could begin and end with the witness of Jesus Christ. It need not end there, 
however, for such ancient factual, extant witness is in full accord with the teachings of Jesus 
Christ on the canon. 

To be more specific: The conservative scholar has always believed that the OT is what it 
says it is, and that it arose in the way it claims. The Pentateuch was written by Moses, the 
prophets by those men whose names are mentioned, the Davidic Psalms by David, and the 
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history books written at a time roughly contemporaneous with the events concerned. The 
whole was completed about 400 b.c. The school of thought often called higher criticism 
includes several varied positions. All deny the genuineness and early date of the OT books 
as a whole. Some extreme views, as the Swedish view of oral tradition, hardly admit any of 
the OT may have been written down before 400 b.c. Older critics said that the Pentateuch 
was written by four or more authors or schools of authors (J, E, D, and P) as late as 1000 
years after Moses. David and Solomon wrote very little. The prophetic books should be 
divided among the prophetic authors and several of their successors, or the prophets wrote 
nothing at all. There is today wide diversity in the critical camp, but there is unanimity in the 
belief that the historic Christian view of the origin of the OT and its canonization is wrong. 
The corollary to the critical view is that the OT is full of error, historical, factual, and 
doctrinal. It may be a revelation from God only in a general sense of experiential revelation, 
not in the sense of factual divine truth. The presence of these widely divergent opinions 
complicates greatly the study of the OT canon. Similar problems of criticism beset the NT 
canon but in that case the sources are much nearer to the events concerned. 

2.2 THE CONSERVATIVE VIEW OF CANONICITY 

The classic statement of the Protestant position on the OT canon is in the Westminster 
Confession of Faith of 1647 which in this point is in agreement with most historic Protestant 
denominations. It says: “Under the name of Holy Scripture, or the Word of God written, are 
now contained all the Books of the Old and New Testaments, which are these...,” and there 
follow the thirty-nine books of the OT and the twenty-seven of the NT, “all which are given 
by inspiration of God, to be the rule of faith and life” (I. 2). “The authority of the holy 
Scripture, for which it ought to be believed and obeyed, depends not upon the testimony of 
any man, or church, but wholly upon God (who is truth itself), the Author thereof; and 
therefore it is to be received, because it is the Word of God” (I. 4). 

The historic Roman Catholic position is not so much different as is commonly supposed. 
The Council of Trent in 1546 declared that the Synod received “with an equal affection of 
piety and reverence, all the books both of the Old and New Testaments—seeing that one 
God is the author of both—as also the said traditions as well as those appertaining to faith 
as to morals, as having been dictated either by Christ’s own word of mouth or by the Holy 
Ghost, and preserved in the Catholic Church by a continuous succession” (Fourth Session 
in P. Schaff, Creeds of Christendom [1877], II, 80). There follows a list of the OT books with 
the Apoc. and the NT books. Note that both standards express full belief in the Bible as the 
Word of God, and as true because it is the Word of God. The Catholic creed differs by 
holding, in addition to the OT, the Apoc. books and Catholic tradition. The decrees of the 
First Vatican Council of 1870 are in accord with this teaching. 

These views on the infallibility of the Bible and its origin from God Himself have 
characterized the entire Christian Church of the ages up to the liberal movements of recent 
times, as is widely recognized. (See the writer’s Inspiration and Canonicity of the 
Bible [1957], 75-77.) They depend partly upon external testimony, partly on the testimony of 
the books themselves, and appeal finally to Christ Himself. Note that the conservative 
Protestant position holds that the OT canon is a list of authoritative books. The Rom. 
position has been said to be an authoritative list of books. This summary is not entirely 
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accurate. Both Roman and Protestant creeds stress the idea that the books have God for 
their author. Their authority is inherent. They are the Word of God, the truth. It often has 
been emphasized that the Protestant view makes inspiration the test of canonicity which is 
correct. There remains the further problem of the test of inspiration. The Roman Church 
holds apparently that church decision is the criterion of inspiration and canonicity. The 
Protestant tests of inspiration will be discussed below. 

2.3 BIBLICAL EVIDENCE FOR TRADITIONAL VIEWS ON 

AUTHORSHIP 

2.3.1 BRIEF SURVEY OF LIBERAL VIEWS 

The liberal position in all its varieties holds that the OT canon is a list of non-inspired books 
agreed upon by men and mistakenly accepted as divine. Liberals differ as to why the 
particular books were elevated to such eminence. Some stress the action of religious 
councils (though the evidence is very scanty). Others claim that the books written in Heb. 
were considered authoritative, but there were other old Heb. books not so received. Others 
suggest antiquity as the cause of such recognition. But allegedly younger books were 
canonized when older books were not. These varying views will be remembered and tested 
as the subject develops. To investigate and weigh in detail the evidence for the 
genuineness of all the OT books would require a volume (see articles on each OT book). 
Standard OT introductions are available on the subject. The outlines of the argument should 
be given as a background to the study of the canon. The OT canon is made up of individual 
books, which therefore need to be studied at least in brief. 

2.3.2 PENTATEUCHAL CLAIMS FOR MOSAIC AUTHORSHIP 

The Church always has believed that the Pentateuch came from the hand of Moses. The 
three arguments are the claims of the books themselves, the evidence of the later writings, 
and the assurances of Christ Himself. Furthermore, this claim is in accordance with the 
facts of Moses’ life. A leader, a scholar, a man of God, he was chosen of God to receive His 
word face to face (Num 12:6-8). Called a prophet by the 8th cent. prophet Hosea (12:13) 
Moses stands at the head of that noble line of men who revealed God’s will to Israel and 
wrote much of it down for all time (Deut 18:15-22). 

2.3.3 WITNESS OF OTHER OT BOOKS TO THE PENTATEUCH  

Moses is mentioned also in the Psalms, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, Micah and Malachi. In the 
Psalms, one poem is attributed to “Moses, the man of God” (Ps 90). The expression “man 
of God” is used many times in the OT as equivalent to prophet (1 Kings 13:20-23, etc.). 
In Psalm 103, a Psalm of David, the revelation of God to Moses is mentioned, then a v. 
from Exodus 34:6 is quoted. Several Psalms mention Moses’ and Aaron’s 
leadership. Psalm 106 gives a detailed history of Moses’ leading the people out of Egypt, 
and remarks that at the Red Sea Israel believed God’s word, but later when they refused to 
enter Pal. they “believed not” His word. The implication, against the background of the 
history cited, is that Israel refused God’s word spoken by Moses. 
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According to the critical view the Pentateuch was not even in existence as a unit in the days 
of the monarchy, but was written down much later and falsely attributed to Moses. Such a 
view automatically rules out any conservative position on the OT canon. It is essential, 
therefore, to realize the strength of the witness available for the early date, and Mosaic 
origin of the first division of the Scripture. 

The testimony to the Pentateuch during the period of the monarchy is a bit difficult to give 
because critical scholarship is divided in its estimate of the date and value of the books of 
history, and the prophetical books allegedly written during this time. 

The older critics held that Joshua and Judges were written largely by the same four schools 
that wrote the Pentateuch (J, E, D, P). Therefore their witness for the Mosaic origin of the 
Pentateuch would be late and valueless. Samuel, however, was regarded as largely J and 
E, and therefore in the time of the monarchy. Kings was late; Hosea, Amos, Micah, and the 
“first” Isaiah were early. The rest were late. The Psalms and other books were in part as late 
as the Maccabees in 168 b.c. These views seem somewhat strange now, since the findings 
of the DSS which will be discussed below. 

It is now fashionable to call the books of Samuel a priceless, almost contemporary account 
of the rise of the monarchy (J. Bright, A History of Israel [1959]). Followers of Martin Noth 
give great credit to the accuracy of the historical books Joshua-2 Kings, but argue that they 
were all “redacted” by the “Deuteronomist” at about 620 b.c. They speak of a Tetrateuch 
(Gen-Num) and a Deuteronomic Work (Deut-2 Kings). Albright, however, would place many 
Psalms as early as David and even put Proverbs in the monarchy. He argues that no 
Psalms are later than the 4th cent. (op. cit. p. 226, 227). 

Many scholars still hold such prophets as Amos, Hosea, Micah and parts of Isaiah to be 
genuine (John D. W. Watts, Vision and Prophecy in Amos [1958], p. 13, n. 1). Others, 
however, follow the more sceptical Swedish school which argues that nothing of any extent 
was written in Israel before the Exile. All was in the shape of oral tradition and the great bulk 
of the OT was written down after the Exile—apparently in that short time after Zerubbabel 
and before the new dating of Chronicles in 400 b.c. Little of Israel’s condition during this 
period is known, but it would seem that it was under duress in Babylon and in a wretched 
condition in Pal. It does not seem a likely time for the monumental achievement of the 
collecting of ancient traditions and writing them up in a form that has ever since impressed 
all mankind with its genius, moral force, and spiritual power. 

In view of these uncertainties among critical scholars, it seems worthwhile to gather some of 
the evidences that the historical books, the Psalms and the early prophets clearly allude to 
and quote from the Pentateuch including “P,” or the allegedly postexilic Tetrateuch of the 
Swedish school. The pre-exilic evidence agrees with that of the Chronicles at 400 b.c. 

There are many other cases of allusions to the history and wording of the Pentateuch, in the 
Psalms, and the early prophetical books written prob. during the monarchy. 
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The Book of Joshua according to Noth and others is Deuteronomic and comes from before 
the Exile. How then does it refer so frequently to the first four books, the Tetrateuch and the 
P document supposedly written after the Exile? A table of the more striking correspondence 
will be helpful: 

Actually, Joshua 24 summarizes much history from Genesis, Exodus and Numbers. 

It is clear that, whoever wrote Joshua, he was familiar with the books of the Pentateuch 
however one divides them. He frequently refers to the ancient history of the patriarchs, the 
commands of Moses and the history of the nation under Moses. But, he never refers to any 
other history or tradition except what the Pentateuch gives. The picture in the other books is 
similar: 

The subject has a fascination, and actually leads to innumerable references. Numbers 
10:35 (J, E) is quoted by Psalm 68:1, 2, a Psalm studied linguistically by W. F. Albright and 
dated to the early Monarchy (“A Catalogue of Early Hebrew Lyric Poems,” HUCA XXIII 
[1950-51], 10). Note the other reference of Psalm 68 to the Song of Deborah, Judges 
5:4, 5 mentioned above. 

The first commandment (Exod 20:2) has been referred to above as quoted in Hosea 
12:9; 13:4. It is also quoted in Psalm 81:10. Psalm 81 refers to other incidents of the 
Exodus—e.g., first, v. 3, blowing of trumpets on the new moon which is mentioned 
elsewhere only in Numbers 10:10(though sacrifices on the new moon are often mentioned). 
The waters of Meribah (Ps 81:7) are referred to in Exodus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. 

The bearing of the above study on the OT canon is obvious: the OT books were written as 
they claim, stage by stage and year by year throughout Israel’s history from Moses on down 
to the later prophets. There is no ancient extra-Biblical witness to prove this, but there is a 
great deal of inner Biblical witness, whereby one book gives witness to another’s antiquity. 

2.4 CONSERVATIVE VIEW OF THE ORIGIN OF THE OT 

2.4.1 THE CONCEPT OF A PROPHET 

Israel had many prophets through her long history and the documents repeatedly assert 
that the faithful of the nation listened to these prophets, accepting their words as the words 
of God. One could hold that the prophets were self-deceived and the people mistaken, but 
clearly ancient Israel believed that God spoke by the prophets. The evidence is not clear 
that the nations surrounding ancient Israel also recognized prophets. There is a 
questionable reference to this effect in the Mari letters, but evidence is scarce (cf. E. J. 
Young, My Servants the Prophets [1955], 193-198). It is clear from the Bible, however, that 
false prophets and prophets of Baal abounded in Israel. The question therefore arises, how 
were Israelites to distinguish true prophets from false? The Bible gives three signs of a true 
prophet: (1) His word must be in accord with the true religion (Deut 13:1-5). (2) His 
predictions must come to pass (18:21, 22). (3) His word may be accompanied with 
miraculous signs (Exod 4:3-9; 1 Kings 13:3-5; 2 Kings 20:8-11; etc.). It is curious and 
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significant that the false prophets are not credited with performing miracles. The only 
exceptions seem to be the Egyptian magicians in the early plagues, and the witch of Endor. 
Many times the predictions of the false prophets are proved false. Not every prophet was 
believed in Israel, but some were believed even at great odds. 

The conclusion is that throughout the history of Israel (and even before, because Enoch, 
Noah, and Abraham were prophets) there were men who were recognized as spokesmen 
for God and their word was regarded as true by the faithful in the nation. It may be 
remarked that this recognition was not given to others. Priests did not declare the Word of 
God except by the use of the Urim and Thummim, which seem only to have given a yes-no 
answer to questions. Kings also had no such power. Of course, priests and kings could also 
be prophets as, for example, Ezekiel and David, but priests as priests did not receive 
revelations from God. Their work was to instruct from the existing law. 

It stands to reason that since what these prophets spoke was regarded as the Word of God, 
what they may have written was also so regarded. For this reason, the Pentateuch was 
accepted as being the work of Moses. Those who refuse to accept the idea that there were 
prophets who delivered supernatural revelations from God find it hard to believe that a 
prophet’s word would have been accepted by his contemporaries. They feel that some 
interval must exist or must be claimed from the time of writing of an ancient writer to the 
time of its reception. The time for such an acceptance is prob. short in the NT field. Those 
who saw the risen Christ were convinced at once of His power to reveal. Those who heard 
the Apostle Paul speak with power evidently accepted his epistle without delay or demur. 
There is therefore no inherent reason why the writings of the OT should not have been 
accepted by the authors’ contemporaries; the conservative view is that they were so 
accepted. 

2.4.2 THE SEQUENCE OF WRITING PROPHETS 

It is believed by many that this is a preposterous conclusion because Joshua is a much later 
writing. The claim is made that the cities listed as distributed by Joshua reflect a later time 
of Israel’s history. However, following A. Alt (Kleine Schriften [1953] I, 201) one may hold 
that the material fits an early age regardless of the writing. The date and authenticity of 
Joshua is a literary question where much subjectivity comes into play. Space does not allow 
a discussion here, but conservative scholars are capable of arguing for a date of Joshua 
contemporary to the events described. 

The Book of Judges follows Joshua. In old Heb. listings Judges and Ruth were evidently 
one book. This is natural, for the Book of Judges consists of two major parts. The first is a 
framework which tells the story of the successive oppressions and deliverances of Israel. 
The second part is a kind of appendix containing two stories (Judg 17; 18; 19-21) which tell 
of incidents occurring during the period of the judges. The two incidents tell of sinful 
situations, and both are concerned with Bethlehem (17:7; 19:1). The Book of Ruth is a 
similar story only telling of a godly family, and it too is concerned with Bethlehem. Who 
wrote the Book of Judges is not known. Presumably it was written by someone at the end of 
this period, who had by oral and/or written tradition a knowledge of the facts. All the Heb. 
classifications—though they are quite late—ascribe Judges to a prophet. There is no 



29 
 

adequate evidence for or against this conclusion. It should be noted, however, that Judges 
is purposefully tied in with the connected history of Israel. 

Note that the Book of Joshua ends with Joshua’s death (Josh 24:29-31). These vv. are also 
found in Judges (Judg 2:7-9). Joshua could not write about his death, but it seems that the 
author of Judges appended a few vv. (“And it came to pass after these things,” Josh 
24:29 KJV) to the preceding book as a kind of catch-line to show the connection of his book. 

Exactly the same thing is done in Judges-Ruth. At the end of Ruth the genealogy of the 
baby born to Ruth and Boaz is carried down to the time of David and is obviously written in 
the days of the monarchy, not in the days of the judges. This by no means suggests that all 
of Judges-Ruth was written in the monarchy. Rather it suggests that the author of the 
history of David in Samuel was using the catch-line principle. 

The same thing was done in 2 Chronicles-Ezra. Chronicles ends with two vv. which are 
identical with Ezra 1:1-3a. Examination will show that 2 Chronicles ends in the middle of a 
sentence; Ezra 1:3 has the completion of that sentence. Evidently it was the practice for the 
author of a second book to place a concluding appendix or catch-line on the previous book 
to show the connection. An exceedingly curious item is available to prove that these two vv. 
were added to 2 Chronicles as a catch-line. There is an apocryphal book called 1 Esdras 
which is little more than a copy of 2 Chronicles 35:1 through Ezra with a brief part of 
Nehemiah. It is most interesting that where this book makes the joining between 2 
Chronicles and Ezra, the two verse catch-line of 2 Chronicles 36:22, 23 is omitted. 

This catch-line practice is common in antiquity. Before bound books were invented, it was 
necessary to write them on several scrolls, or in Mesopotamia on several clay tablets. To 
show the connection between individual scrolls or tablets the catch-line principle was often 
adopted. In the Epic of Gilgamesh this device is clearly illustrated in those tablets which are 
not broken at the beginning or end. It was a common and logical device. 

This use of a connecting paragraph between books is a significant evidence of the intention 
of the authors to represent a continued story of Israel’s history. It also answers an old 
question: How could Moses write about his own death in Deuteronomy 34? The answer is 
that Moses in all likelihood did not write Deuteronomy 34. His writing stopped with the Song 
of Moses in Deuteronomy 33:29, which was his “swansong,” uttered just before his death 
(Deut 33:1). The concluding ch. is Joshua’s appendix, tying together his own writing and 
that of his great predecessor. Thus there is a continued story of Israel’s history from the 
beginning to the Babylonian captivity, with which 2 Kings ends. 

There is more, however, to this concept. The Books of Samuel-Kings were written by 
successive prophets; the evidence is found in the Books of Chronicles. It will be 
remembered that the Books of Kings end the record of each reign with a notation that more 
information is available in the books of the records of the kingdom. For Solomon it is called 
“the book of the acts of Solomon” (1 Kings 11:41). For Rehoboam it is “the Book of the 
Chronicles of the Kings of Judah” (14:29). For Jeroboam it is referred to as “the Book of the 
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Chronicles of the Kings of Israel” (14:19). Such a notation is found for all the following kings 
of Israel and Judah with rare exceptions. No other sourcebook is mentioned in Kings. 

The mention of these chronicles is not surprising. Other kings kept chronicles and their 
records have been found (cf. D. J. Wiseman, Chronicles of Chaldaean Kings [1956]). That 
the records were the official court records of Judah and Samaria is hinted at by the fact that 
no mention is made of records of the final kings of each kingdom who were carried away 
captive. Clearly the Book of Kings was compiled from such court records. 

The Book of Chronicles, however, cites other sources. It was written, according to Jewish 
traditions, by Ezra and, as mentioned above, even critical opinion is veering around to this 
view. But Chronicles after each king of Judah (no detailed history of the northern kings is 
given) cites a different history book as its source. Typical is the notation after David’s death: 
“Now the acts of King David, from first to last, are written in the Chronicles of Samuel the 
seer, and in the Chronicles of Nathan the prophet, and in the Chronicles of Gad the seer” (1 
Chron 29:29). After Solomon there is a similar reference to books of the prophets Nathan, 
Ahijah and Iddo (2 Chron 9:29). After Rehoboam, the work of the prophets Shemaiah and 
Iddo is mentioned (2 Chron 12:15). Of the following kings five are cited as having their story 
written by the prophets (Abijah, Jehoshaphat, Uzziah, Hezekiah and, questionably, Josiah). 
Six others have no historian cited (Jehoram, Ahaziah, Amon, Jehoahaz, Jehoiachin, and 
Zedekiah). Most of these died in a foreign land. For eight others there is a mention of “the 
book of the kings” (Joash), the book of the kings of Israel and Judah (Amaziah, Jotham, 
Ahaz, Hezekiah—along with the writing of Isaiah—and Josiah and Jehoiachim). The source 
for Manasseh is the book of the kings of Israel (i.e., Judah since Israel had fallen). 

It may be noticed that the sources of the Chronicles are usually not the same as they were 
for the authors of Samuel-Kings. The Chronicler in some cases used the same or similar 
court records. In many cases he also used the histories written by successive prophets. 
What were these histories? Actually one can be relatively sure what these histories were, 
because it is clear that the books of Samuel-Kings were one of the sources of the Book of 
Chronicles. The Chronicler knew and used some of the court records and also knew and 
used the books of Samuel-Kings. It would seem therefore that his references to the books 
of Samuel, Nathan, Gad, Ahijah, Iddo, Hanani, Jehu the son of Hanani, Isaiah and 
Jeremiah, are really references to the books of Samuel-Kings. Therefore the books of 
Samuel-Kings were written by this succession of writing prophets who carried the history of 
God’s people on down from the days of the judges to the Exile. The books of Samuel-Kings 
are classified in all Jewish classifications as books of the prophets. 

2.4.3 INTERRELATION OF PROPHETS AND HISTORIES 

In Jewish tradition there was not the division between prophetical books and historical 
books, that the Eng. seems to reflect. The later Talmud division called the book of Joshua-
Kings the Early Prophets and Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the Twelve Minor Prophets, the 
Latter Prophets. The NT, as will be pointed out later, called all the OT books after Moses 
“Prophets.” This outlook is reflected in the situation referred to above that the major 
historical books of Samuel-Kings were apparently written by prophets. 
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A further illustration of this tendency for prophets to write history are the parallels to the 
prophetical books found in the Books of Kings. Most readers are aware that Isaiah 36-39 is 
paralleled by 2 Kings 18:17-20:20. Only the prayer of Hezekiah (Isa 38:9-20) is omitted. 
Why is this section found in both books? The reason is clear, for it continues the historical 
sequence of that book, and it belongs there. According to the testimony of 2 Chronicles 
32:32, Isaiah wrote such a history. The Book of Kings does not claim to abstract anything 
from Isaiah. Rather it cites the court records of Judah as a further source of information. 
The conclusion is natural that this part of Kings was written by Isaiah from court records 
available to him. When he wrote his own book, this section was put into it also as a prelude 
to the latter division of Isaiah. 

These chs. make a suitable background for Isaiah 40:1-48:22. The present writer espouses 
the chronology which recognizes Hezekiah as co-regent with his father Ahaz from 728-
715 b.c. (see H. Stigers, Commentary on Kings WBC in loc.) then as sole king from 715 to 
686 b.c. Isaiah outlived Hezekiah by a few years and wrote of Sennacherib’s death in 
681 b.c. (Isa 37:38). By this time the city of Babylon apparently had a rebirth of power and 
was visible as a threat to Assyria. It will be remembered that Manasseh was shortly to be 
carried captive to Babylon (2 Chron 33:11). Isaiah saw the growing Babylonian menace, 
rebuked Hezekiah for toying with a treaty with Merodach-baladan, the Babylonian rebel 
against Sennacherib, and was shown by God’s revelation the woes of the Babylonian 
Captivity to come and God’s deliverance from it. Isaiah 36-39 forms a suitable backdrop to 
this prophecy. Isaiah had written it for the historical book. He repeated it in his prophetical 
book just as many an author today reprints a magazine article as a ch. in a book. 

It is said in Chronicles that Jeremiah gave his lamentations for Josiah, condemned 
Zedekiah and predicted Jerusalem’s fall (2 Chron 35:25; 36:12, 21). It is most natural to 
suppose that Jeremiah wrote in 2 Kings the final history of Jerusalem. Some of this history 
appears in the body of the Book of Jeremiah; some is appended as a summary at the end. 

To summarize: There was a body of historical lit. in ancient Israel written by a succession of 
prophets. Two of the prophets cited as contributing to this history were Isaiah and Jeremiah. 
These prophets have left books of their messages which parallel in interesting ways the 
appropriate parts of the history books. The witness is cumulative, for the prophets of Israel 
were the recognized authors of its sacred history, as well as the authors of the oracles of 
God’s will for its life and duty. 

2.4.4 BOOKS OF UNCERTAIN AUTHORSHIP 

It would be gratifying to say that the case is closed; all the OT books were written by 
prophets and were for this reason accepted by the faithful in the nation. Unfortunately, all 
the old extra-Biblical testimony has perished and the testimony of the OT books themselves 
is not complete. There are a few books which can not be proved to be authored by 
prophets. On the other hand, neither can it be proved they were not. It is only that evidence 
is lacking. 

Opinion again will differ with one’s viewpoint. Did David write the seventy-three Psalms 
ascribed to him? or were they Maccabean? Did Solomon write Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and 
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the Song of Solomon, or are they much later? Critical scholarship alleges varying dates for 
these books. Until this dating is agreed upon, opinions on canonicity will be divided. The 
extremely critical views of the past must now be surrendered. Some few scholars once held 
that Ecclesiastes was written in the days of Herod the Great. This was obviously wrong for 
the DSS now include a fragmentary copy dating from about 150 b.c. 

The books of Solomon may be considered together. Was Solomon their author, and was he 
a prophet? The evidence is not compelling, but it is considerable. Some would question 
Solomon’s right to write inspired material because they resent his large harem. It should be 
observed that many of Solomon’s wives were no more than political hostages. In ancient 
times foreign treaties were often celebrated by intermarriage, and Solomon, as his kingdom 
extended over many smaller city states, contracted many marriages that were probably 
purely political. This is not to deny that Solomon was polygamous as was his father David, 
but the Bible does not picture Solomon as a creature of lust. Actually, its condemnation is 
that Solomon allowed his foreign wives, important people as some of them were, to 
introduce their alien worship into the environs of Jerusalem. His error in his later years was 
not lust so much as religious compromise (1 Kings 11:1-8). In his earlier days Solomon was 
a man of God. His prayer in 1 Kings 8:23-53 breathes pure devotion. The Lord spoke to 
Solomon by revelation (1 Kings 3:5-14; 6:12-13; 9:3-9). At least two Psalms are attributed to 
him (Pss 72 and 127 RSV). There is no inherent reason why Solomon may not be called a 
prophet and be credited with the writing of Scripture. 

The bulk of Proverbs is clearly credited to him (Prov 1:1; 10:1; 25:1). The proverbs at the 
end of the book, notably chs. 30 and 31 may be by another hand, but the references to Agur 
and King Lemuel are so figurative and poetical that they could actually be alternative names 
for Solomon himself. In any case, these words are called words of prophecy (Prov 
30:1; 31:1; cf. the writer’s discussion of these vv. in WBC in loc.). 

There are many arguments against the Solomonic authorship of Proverbs, but they are all 
general and subjective. Some claim that the book depends on the ancient wisdom lit. of 
Babylon and Egypt. This may be admitted, but who in Israel would be more apt to know 
such lit. than Solomon? The format of Solomon’s work may show certain similarity, but in 
any case the teaching of Proverbs is quite different from that of the surrounding proverbial 
lit. (see the writer’s discussion in WBC 555-557). 

Ecclesiastes has generally been attributed to Solomon. Bentzen’s quite critical Introduction 
remarks, “The superscription evidently identifies the speaker with Solomon, cf. 
also 1:12, 16; 2:7, 9.” (A. Bentzen, Introduction to the Old Testament [1958], II, 188.) Of 
course, Bentzen does not accept this ascription. As mentioned above, a fragment was 
found among the DSS dating to about 175-150 b.c. (F. M. Cross, Ancient Library of 
Qumran [1961], 165). As the MS shows a history of textual tradition back of it, Cross and 
others suggest a date at least as early as the 3rd cent. There is no need to deny the 
Solomonic authorship. Bentzen’s argument for a late date is based on the presence of 
Aramaic words and expressions, which prove much less than formerly, since alleged 
Aramaisms are frequent in Ugaritic lit. of 1400 b.c. The dialect of the Heb. also is said to be 
late, which is not easily proved. It is not particularly like the Heb. of the Dead Sea lit. The 
language has unusual dialectal peculiarities, but since there is little extra Biblical literature 
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from 930 to 250 b.c. to compare it with, it is unsafe to date the book by its style and 
language. The material in the book has been likened to Greek skepticism as well as to 
Egyptian and Babylonian philosophy. Since there is disagreement about interpretation of 
the book, such parallels of thought are also uncertain. The conclusion is that there is no 
positive argument against the Solomonic authorship. The Heb. style is not like Proverbs, but 
the subject matter and literary format also differ and authors often use different style for 
different books. 

The same can be said of the Song of Solomon. The author appears to be Solomon although 
the claim is not quite as sure as in the case of Ecclesiastes. The language includes foreign 
words which even Driver thought were suitable enough for Solomon’s cosmopolitan day. 
There is no sufficient reason to depart from the traditional authorship (E. J. 
Young, Introduction to the OT [1949], 323, and others). 

There are other books of which the authorship by a prophet cannot be proved: Chronicles, 
Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Job (Lamentations may fairly be ascribed to Jeremiah, with E. J. 
Young, op. cit. 335-366, Ross Price in WBC and others). Apparently Ezra wrote his book 
and Chronicles and his companion Nehemiah wrote the book that bears his name. Nowhere 
in early sources are these men called prophets, though Ezra is so called in later lit. The 
authorship and date of Job is disputed, though the Dead Sea finds include a copy of 
200 b.c. Esther is missing in the DSS, though Josephus knew the book well and the feast of 
Purim was familiar to the author of 2 Maccabees (2 Macc 15:36). Jewish tradition assigns 
Esther to the time of Ezra. It is no problem to place Job as early as 400 b.c. (the writer 
would place it much earlier). 

All these books of uncertain origin may be placed within the period when well-known 
prophets were active. Unknown prophets also may have been present. Nehemiah tells of 
false prophets with whom he had to contend (Neh 6:7, 14). Nowhere in the OT is David 
himself specifically called a prophet, but he clearly was, which the NT makes plain (Acts 
2:30). There is no definite evidence against the prophetic authorship of these books, but 
something in their favor. It will be shown that they were classed among the prophets by 
Christ and the apostles. 

2.5 RECEPTION OF THE OT BOOKS 

Why were the OT books received by the Jews of their day? One view has already been 
suggested: they were written by men whom their own contemporaries recognized to be 
prophets of God. The believers in Israel accepted the words of the prophets and naturally 
treasured their writings. This view as developed above adequately explains most of the OT 
books, though there are several for which information is incomplete. There is no proof that 
any of these books were not written by prophets, except for the theories of destructive 
criticism which would reduce all of the OT to a naturalistic compilation. This view must be 
studied in the various OT Introductions and esp. conservative works on the Pentateuch (see 
G. Archer, SOTI). 
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An alternative view which will be further considered below is that the OT was written by 
three classes of men. First, Moses was the lawgiver to whom God spoke “mouth to mouth” 
(Num 12:8). Other books, namely Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, 
Ezekiel, and the Twelve Minor Prophets were written by prophets and therefore received. 
Still other books, called “Writings” in the Heb. Bible were written by men who were inspired 
of God but did not have the office of a prophet. This view is propounded by W. H. Green 
(General Introduction to the OT, the Canon [1899], 81) and followed by many others. 

There is another view which really complements either of the positions taken above, for 
inspired writings bear upon their face the marks of divinity. All of the OT, prophetical or not, 
was regarded as inspired because of the testimony of the Holy Spirit witnessing to them in 
the hearts of believers. This Biblical view is held by many, and with the others must be 
considered further. First, however, the writer turns to the collection of the canonical books. 

2.5 THE COLLECTION OF THE BOOKS 

2.6.1 THE NATURAL TWOFOLD DIVISION 

On the theory of canonization that the books were received because written by prophets, 
the collection of the books was a simple task. As books were written they were added to the 
collection. Moses’ writing was doubtless divided originally into the five books of the 
Pentateuch. The division is partly due to subject matter, for all the breaks are logical, but the 
division was prob. dictated by necessity because the writing was presumably done on 
papyrus scrolls and the books would make five scrolls of convenient length. For instance, 
the DSS of Isaiah with sixty-six chs., was twenty-four ft. long. Succeeding books as written 
would have been placed on individual scrolls, or joined as may have been convenient, and 
the growing Bible would have been a collection of scrolls. 

This is actually the situation as it is found in the Qumran Community of the 1st 
cent. b.c. The men had hundreds of scrolls of the OT books, fragments of which remain. It is 
evident that their sacred writings consisted of a collection of individual scrolls. Of course, 
the twelve minor prophets were, for convenience’ sake, written on one scroll which evidently 
had been the practice since before 180 b.c., the time of Ecclesiasticus (Eccl 49:10). This is 
also the situation as reflected in the copies of the LXX and in the early listings of this era. 
Copies of the LXX come from later times—the earliest complete ones from about a.d. 325. 
Robert Dick Wilson gives sixty early lists or MSS of the OT and declares “no two present 
exactly the same order for the books comprising the OT Canon” (Studies in the Book of 
Daniel, Second Series [1938], 38). This is the situation one should expect if the order of the 
books was unimportant and variable from the start. After about a.d. 100 books began to be 
bound in the codex form instead of scrolls, the order would tend to become more 
stereotyped, but since even the codices were copied by hand there was still some variation. 
The Jews still maintained the scroll form for many of their copies. 

In process of time, however, there was a tendency to group together certain books. It is 
difficult to trace this collecting process, for the information is scanty. The tendency—and 
danger—has been to assume that the later format and collections were the same as the 
original. Some variations over the centuries can be proved. 
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The OT itself gives no indication of divisions, except that the law of Moses is repeatedly set 
apart. The “former prophets” of Zechariah 1:4 prob. refer to earlier prophets rather than to a 
grouping of the canon. At least the grouping called “former prophets” in Heb. Bibles consists 
of history books (Joshua-2 Kings) and hardly fits Zechariah’s description. Daniel 9:2 speaks 
of “the books,” as if there were a well-known collection which included Jeremiah. He also 
speaks of the law of Moses (9:11, 13) but is no more specific than that. 

The collection of the Psalms into one book is also obscure. A common critical view is that 
the various titles refer not to authors, but to various collections of alleged authorship. There 
is little to commend this view, though it has been carried to extremes by some (C.A. Briggs, 
“Psalms,” ICC). A different type of collection of the Psalms into groups is the five books of 
Psalms, the end of each book being marked by a doxology (Pss 41:13; 72:18-
20; 89:52; 106:48). These doxologies are already present in the LXX which argues that the 
present fivefold division is early. One of these doxologies is in the portion of the Psalter 
quoted in 1 Chronicles 16:36 (Ps 106:48), which would argue that the Psalms were thus 
gathered into five books prob. for liturgical use by the days of Ezra and Nehemiah. The new 
DSS of the Psalms does not invalidate this conclusion. In the view of some, the Psalm scroll 
(11 Q Psa) is a liturgical hymn book based on the standard canonical Psalter (P. W. Skehan, 
“Biblical Scrolls from Qumran and the Text of the OT,” BA XXVIII [1965], No. 3, p. 100). In 
short, the LXX is good evidence that the Psalm collection antedated 200 b.c., and the 
reference in Chronicles supports the idea that the Psalter was collected by Nehemiah’s day. 
As to early subordinate collections aside from the Pentateuch, the twelve minor prophets, 
and the canonical Psalms one has no knowledge before the 2nd cent. b.c. 

During the 2nd cent. b.c., however, there is some important evidence both from apocryphal 
books and Qumran.The Qumran Manual of Discipline at the very beginning refers to the 
commandments of God “through Moses and through all his servants the prophets” (1QS, 
Col 1, 3). Several times in this work the Law of Moses is mentioned. Again in Col. viii, 15, 
16 there is a reference to “the Law which God commanded through Moses” and “what the 
prophets also have revealed through God’s holy Spirit” (conveniently given in T. H. 
Gaster, The Dead Sea Scriptures [1964], pp. 46 and 64f.). These passages do not indicate 
the extent of the “prophets.” No other term is used for the sacred writings, and the 
community at Qumran clearly possessed and used practically all the OT (only Esther has 
not been identified). 

Another popular writing at Qumran was the Damascus Document (CD) also called 
the Zadokite Fragments. This document is found only in pieces at Qumran but it was also 
found preserved in the Cairo Geniza brought to light by Schechter. It is true that the 
extensive copies are late, but preliminary reports seem to show that they are in agreement 
with the portions preserved in the caves, except for some parts that are missing in the later 
copies. They can apparently be used as valid witnesses for the early usages. 

The Zadokite Document refers a score of times to the Book of the Law, or the Law of 
Moses, or what Moses commanded. It also refers to the sacred writings as a twofold 
corpus. Commenting on Amos 5:26, it remarks: “The Books of the Law are the Tabernacle 
of the King...and the Chiun of the images, they are the books of the prophets” (Col. vii, 15-
17, Rabin, The Zadokite Documents [1954], 28-30). The Zadokite Documents also do not 
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give a listing of the books of the prophets, but their use of Scripture is quite extensive. 
According to Rabin’s index (op. cit. pp. 78-80) all but six OT books are utilized. There are 
many explicit quotations with expressions such as: “Isaiah said,” “as God said” (quoting 
Mal), “It is written” (quoting Deut, Num, Lev, and Prov and others). There are allusions to 
Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Daniel, Ezra and Chronicles. The six books omitted are Joshua, 
Ruth, Lamentations, Joel, Jonah, Haggai. Malachi, Esther, Ecclesiastes, and Canticles are 
perhaps questionable. The omission of Joel, Jonah, Haggai, and Malachi is surely 
accidental, because other books of the scroll of the twelve minor prophets are quoted by 
name. In brief, the Zadokite Document recognizes a sacred corpus which in most cases can 
be shown to include the OT books, and which is referred to as the Law and the Prophets. 

Other Qumran information is in accord with this view. The Psalms were clearly regarded as 
inspired, for there are commentaries written upon them. Joshua and Samuel are quoted 
among Messianic Testimonies (cf. Gaster, op. cit. 337). The Qumran Thanksgiving Psalms 
are said to be “mosaics of Biblical quotation” (ibid., op. cit. p. 124) with passages utilized 
from many OT books. It should be added that apocryphal literature was also known at 
Qumran and significant portions of such books have been recovered. The Book of 
Jubilees is referred to by name (though not as authoritative) in the Zadokite Document (xvi, 
4) and there are allusions to other books. No commentaries were written upon them and 
they were not referred to as authoritative, or as the work of God, or His Holy Spirit. There is 
no evidence that any of the apocryphal books were regarded as canonical, although they 
were known and used. The evidence is covered by the view that the Qumran community 
had a sacred collection called the law and the prophets which included all the OT books, 
except that full proof is lacking for Ruth, Lamentations, Esther, Ecclesiastes, and Song of 
Solomon. Copies of these books have been found, however, excepting only Esther. 

The apocryphal books also add something to our knowledge. 2 Maccabees 15:9 records 
that Judas Maccabeus comforted his soldiers “from the law and the prophets.” It is obvious 
that the phrase refers to the law of Moses which is mentioned also in 7:30. The content of 
the section called “prophets” is nowhere recorded. However, 2 Maccabees 2:13, 14 relates 
that Nehemiah “founded a library and collected the books about the kings and prophets, 
and the writings of David, and letters of kings about votive offerings. In the same way Judas 
also collected all the books that had been lost on account of the war which had come upon 
us, and they are in our possession. So if you have need of them, send people to get them 
for you.” The Syr. VS begins, “that Nehemiah...assembled and arranged in order the books 
of the kingdoms and of the prophets and of David and the letters of the kings which concern 
offerings and sacrifices” (quoted in R. D. Wilson, Studies in the Book of Daniel, Second 
Series [1938], 15). By the days of 2 Maccabees all the OT books were written. Even the 
feast of Purim mentioned in Esther is referred to in 2 Maccabees 15:36. The description of 
Nehemiah’s library or collection (Bibliothēkē) looks much like the histories of Samuel-
Chronicles, the prophets, the Psalms and the letters of the Pers. kings found in Ezra. These 
writings collected by Nehemiah are paralleled with the Scriptures, regathered by Judas, 
which are mentioned as continuing into the days of the author of the book, prob. after 
120 b.c. (cf. B. M. Metzger, An Introduction to the Apocrypha [1957], 141). In view of the 
contemporary Qumran evidence, the books thus referred to must surely be our OT. The 
author of 2 Maccabees at least calls the entire sacred corpus “the law and the prophets.” 
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The same situation applies to the NT. A dozen times the phrase “Moses and the Prophets,” 
or similar terminology, is used by Christ and the apostles to refer to the sacred lit. of the OT 
(Luke 16:16, 29; Acts 26:22; 28:23; etc.). The content of the law of Moses is plain. The 
content of the section called “prophets” must be gathered by inference. It can be 
established from current usage or from other NT information. 

The NT does not leave one in much doubt that the “Prophets” includes all the rest of the OT 
books. The table of Quotations and allusions in Nestle’s Gr. NT includes all the OT books 
except Ruth, Ezra, Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon, which are all small books. They 
were well known and were accepted by Jews before Christ. It seems clear that they are not 
referred to merely for lack of occasion. Actually, Nestle’s table errs on the generous side. 
Some of the other books are also possibly not clearly mentioned. Metzger says, “Nowhere 
in the NT is there a direct quotation from the canonical books of Joshua, Judges, 
Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Obadiah, Zephaniah 
and Nahum; and NT allusions to them are few in number” (B. M. Metzger, op. cit., 171). The 
difference between these two listings is not great. Obadiah, Zephaniah, and Nahum are 
short minor prophets. That Joshua, Judges, and Chronicles were fully accepted by the Jews 
of Jesus’ day is unquestionable. Lack of reference to these OT books proves nothing 
inasmuch as one has reference to them both before and after NT times. The word 
“prophets” in the NT terminology clearly covers most of the OT books after the Pentateuch 
and should be considered to cover them all. 

This conclusion becomes positive in the 1st cent. after the apostles. Melito, Bishop of 
Sardis, about a.d. 170 tells that he had gone “to the East and come to the place where 
these things were proclaimed and done,” in order to get answers to his friend Onesimus 
“that thou mightest have extracts from the Law and the Prophets.” In this case one is not left 
to inference concerning which books were intended. Melito gives in this extract the first list 
of OT books. He says: “These are their names. Of Moses, five books: Genesis, Exodus, 
Numbers, Leviticus, Deuteronomy; Jesus Name, Judges, Ruth; four of Kings, two of 
Chronicles; (the book of) Psalms of David; of Solomon, Proverbs also called Wisdom, 
Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs; Job; of prophets (the books) of Isaiah, Jeremiah, (the book) of 
the Twelve (prophets) in a single roll, Daniel, Ezekiel, Esdras.” (Eusebius Church Historyiv, 
26. 13, 14 quoted in H. J. Lawlor and J. E. L. Oulton, Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History and 
Martyrs of Palestine [1954], II, 133.) It should be remarked that this list agrees exactly with 
the OT, except that Esther is not explicitly mentioned. Lamentations is evidently included in 
Jeremiah. Esdras is Ezra and Nehemiah combined. It is possible to think that Esdras also 
includes Esther, but it is possible that Esther is omitted as it was in some other lists yet to 
be discussed. Notice also that the order of Melito, although he obtained his listing in Pal. is 
rather similar to the order of books in the LXX. There are no non-canonical books included. 
For Melito at a.d. 170 the law of Moses included five books, the Prophets included all the 
rest of the OT canon. 

2.6.2 THE THREE-FOLD CANON OF THE HEBREW BIBLE 

There is another system of dividing the OT books, however, and this division is threefold. 
The present Heb. Bible is divided into the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. The Talmud 
also shows this threefold division, as does Jerome about a.d. 400. Earlier authors with a 
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threefold division are Josephus, Philo, the NT (Luke 24:44), and the prologue to 
Ecclesiasticus at 132 b.c. 

Critical students assume that the threefold division of the Heb. Bible was original. The view 
of W. H. Green, referred to above, also assumes this, but draws different conclusions. What 
was the relation of the threefold division to the twofold division? 

To begin with, it must be emphasized that there is no evidence before a.d. 400 for the 
threefold division as given in the Heb. Bible. This division places five books in the Law, eight 
books in the Prophets: Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the 
twelve minor prophets. The remaining eleven books are called Writings: Psalms, Job, 
Proverbs, Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra-
Nehemiah, and Chronicles. These three divisions are given in the Talmud listing of Baba 
Bathra (14b-15a). The writing down of the Talmud would have been about a.d. 400-500, 
although the MSS of it are much later. This section in Baba Bathra is called a Baraitha, i.e., 
a tradition from the time of the Mishna (a.d. 200) although not included in that codification. 
The value of this oral tradition for the opinion of early times may be questioned. 

The witness of Jerome (Prologus Galeatus) agrees with the Talmud except that he joins 
Ruth to Judges and Lamentations to Jeremiah, leaving five books of Moses, eight books of 
Prophets, and nine books of Writings. His order within the divisions is also slightly different. 

The next earliest author giving a threefold division is Josephus of about a.d. 90. Josephus 
was a learned Jew who first fought against the Romans, then attempted to act as a go-
between. As a token of friendship, Titus gave Josephus the sacred scrolls of the Temple 
after its destruction in a.d.70, as he tells in his autobiography. That Josephus is an accurate 
historian has been remarkably confirmed by the excavations at Masada under Y. Yadin 
(Yigael Yadin, Masada [1966], pp. 15, 16). 

It is therefore of considerable consequence that Josephus tells that, “five belong to 
Moses...the prophets who were after Moses wrote down what was done in their times in 
thirteen books. The remaining four books contain hymns to God and precepts for the 
conduct of human life” (Against Apion 1 8). This listing differs decidedly from the five, eight, 
and thirteen of the later Talmud. 

Almost all authors neglect or brush aside the witness of Josephus. Bentzen mentions 
Josephus’ date but totally neglects its consequences (op. cit. I, 23-26). Driver says, 
“Josephus disregards the more historical tripartite division of the OT accepted in Palestine, 
and follows both the arrangement and computation current in Alexandria” (ILOT xxxi, n.) 
The only thing this statement of Driver lacks is evidence. Green says, “Josephus classifies 
the books for a purpose of his own without designing to give the arrangement in the canon,” 
but he does not explain further why Josephus’ order is not to be considered the order in his 
canon (op. cit. 83). It is much more logical to believe that Josephus held an early order of 
the books in the canon, and that the Talmud and Jerome reflect a later order. 
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The witness from Philo (a.d. 40) seems to support Josephus. Philo (in De Vita 
Contempletiva) speaks of “the laws, and the oracles uttered by the prophets, and the hymns 
and other books by which knowledge and piety are augmented and perfected.” The 
terminology of Philo’s three divisions is like that of Josephus and suggests that Josephus’ 
division was the common one of the 1st cent. a.d. 

The next previous testimony on the subject is Christ’s reference in Luke 24:44 to the law of 
Moses, the prophets, and the Psalms. Bentzen writes that in NT times the canon of the 
Writings “has not been formally fixed. Luke 24:44 has it represented by the Psalms only” 
(op. cit. 28). This is a curious remark. The vv. in Luke give no hint that the third division 
included the Psalms only. It is just as reasonable to consider it as including the Psalms 
principally which would fit the witness of Josephus and Philo perfectly. 

Much is sometimes made of the v. in Matthew (23:35) which speaks of the martyrs between 
Abel and Zechariah, the son of Barachiah. This refers to Zechariah the son of Jehoiada (2 
Chron 24:20). The conclusion is drawn that 2 Chronicles was at that time the last book in 
the Writings, as it is in Heb. Bibles today. Jesus thus referred to the whole OT from Genesis 
to 2 Chronicles, but this is debatable. The name of the father of this Zechariah is different. 
Zechariah is a common name, and Jesus may well have been referring to a Zechariah of 
recent times and meant to include in His comparison all history from Abel to His own day. 
No conclusion can fairly be based on this passage. 

The next witness back in time is the prologue of Ecclesiasticus of 132 b.c. It refers three 
times to the sacred writings using these terms: “through the law and the prophets and the 
others that followed them,” “the law and the prophets and the other books of our fathers,” 
“the law itself and the prophecies, and the rest of the books.” It has been argued that the 
slight variation in the name of the third division shows that “Outside Law and Prophets other 
writings were extant which were regarded as holy, and were read for purposes of 
edification, but for which clearly no special class name had at that time yet been coined” (C. 
Cornill, Introduction to the Canonical Books of the OT, trans. by G. H. Box [1907], 477). 
Such a conclusion was desired by those who thought that the books of the third division 
were not all written by 132 b.c. and that as a group they were canonized later. Evidence for 
such a view from Ecclesiasticus is slim indeed. 

One may notice that the second division is called both “prophets” and “prophecies.” The 
variant form of the name of the third division is partly due to a different context of the three 
references. The first instance is speaking about the witness of men (“the prophets and the 
others”). The second instance speaks of books the grandfathers had studied (law, prophets 
and other books). The last instance is like the second (“Law...prophecies, and the rest of the 
books). It is indeed true that the name of the third division was not fixed. Jesus uses a 
different name in Luke 24:44. Josephus and Philo use still a third designation. Not until the 
Talmud is the modern name “Writings” used. 

One may go further. There was clearly some uncertainty as to which books went into the 
second division, and which went into the third division. Josephus and several others, 
including Jerome, count a total of twenty-two books, a system which includes Ruth and 
Lamentations among the prophetical books. 2 Esdras 14:44-46, Tertullian and several 
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others count twenty-four books, as does the Talmud, which means that Ruth and 
Lamentations have been moved to the Writings. In view of this provable switch of books, it 
seems logical to suppose that Josephus’ listing which puts only Psalms, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon among the Writings was the earlier one from which the 
Talmud listing later grew. 

Why the Talmud may have shifted books is not entirely clear. The present Talmud division, 
however, is rather clearly influenced by the liturgy of the synagogue. The books of Law and 
of Prophets were the books from which the weekly synagogue readings were taken. The 
books of the Writings were used otherwise. The five small scrolls: Song of Solomon, Ruth, 
Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther, are read at the five Jewish annual feast days. The 
Psalms are naturally in a class by themselves, liturgically. Chronicles would easily be 
displaced from the Prophets as it overlaps Samuel-Kings too much to be used in synagogue 
reading. It seems that the later Heb. classification can well be explained as a liturgical 
development, though proof is not complete (this liturgical theory is ably advocated by A. A. 
MacRae in unpublished class notes). 

If the threefold division were early and original, it seems difficult to explain the LXX order of 
books which is generally similar to the English Bibles and which would fit the twofold 
division, but by no means the later threefold. As mentioned earlier, the order in ancient 
times could naturally be quite fluid, for the books were written on individual scrolls. It might 
be expected that a general twofold division was common, but that subdivisions on the basis 
of subject matter (Josephus) or liturgical use (Talmud) might well arise. The four books that 
are associated in Josephus’ division are found grouped together in almost every major 
listing of the LXX MSS and Early Church authors. This would seem to strengthen the idea 
that Josephus’ listing was not merely an individual idiosyncrasy. 

2.6.3 THE THREE-FOLD DEVELOPMENT VIEW OF CRITICS 

For many years critical scholars have built upon the threefold division of the present Heb. 
Bible and have held that it represents a three stage development. This view was expressed 
in Cornill (op. cit. pp. 472-480, the Ger. original being written in 1891) and is found with 
slight modification in Eissfeldt (L. Eissfeldt, The OT, an Introduction [1964], from the 1964 
Ger. ed., 565-568). 

The claim in brief is that there were three stages of canonization of the OT. First the 
Pentateuch was canonized about 400 b.c. This date is based upon traditional higher critical 
theory. The Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch being denied, it is supposedly made up of 
various documents J, E, D, and P written from about 950 to 450 b.c. There is now 
considerable variation of opinion concerning the documentary view (see PENTATEUCH, 
CRITICISM OF). Some feel that the Tetrateuch of Genesis-Numbers is made up of the J, E, 
and P documents and the work of the Deuteronomist goes from Deuteronomy to 2 Kings. In 
this case it seems remarkable that Deuteronomy alone was joined with Genesis-Numbers in 
the first unit canonized. In any case Genesis-Deuteronomy had become a unit by about 
450 b.c. and was canonized rather promptly after that. Still others feel that the J, E, D, and 
P documents can not be traced as literary units but that the whole of the Pentateuchal 
history was passed on in oral form, and was written down after the Exile. It is notable that 
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the Pentateuch and only the Pentateuch was so quickly canonized. It was regarded as 
sacred by about 400 b.c. for the rather definite evidence from Chronicles-Nehemiah 
admittedly comes close to this time. The Pentateuch, then, was canonized at 400 b.c. 

The Prophets, however, were not canonized until about 200 b.c. By the “Prophets,” all these 
authors understand the eight books called “Prophets” in the present Heb. Bible, the Talmud, 
and Jerome, namely the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, 
Ezekiel, and the twelve minor prophets. These books apparently were not written in this 
final form in time to get into the canon of the Pentateuch. Presumably all the worthy books 
written by 400 b.c. were included in the Pentateuchal canon. The Prophets were completed 
later and therefore accepted later. For instance, Bentzen discusses the growth of the Book 
of Isaiah and concludes, “We therefore cannot come nearer to an exact date than these two 
years, between c. 480 and 200 b.c.” (Bentzen, op. cit. II, 115). The Dead Sea Isaiah Scroll 
is datable to about 150-125 b.c. and has an obvious history of transmission behind it. 

That the “Prophets” were canonized by 200 b.c. is clear because of two special landmarks. 
In Ecclesiasticus (written about 190-180 b.c.), there is a reference to the twelve minor 
prophets already collected as a unit (Ecclus 49:10). If this collection were complete, surely 
the rest of the books had also been completed. Secondly, this canon of the “Prophets” did 
not include Daniel. It is, of course, a cardinal point of criticism that Daniel was written at 
about 168 b.c. as a tract to bolster morale in the Maccabean struggles. The claim is that if 
Daniel were written before 200 b.c. it would surely have been among the prophets. If the 
canon of Prophets had been completed after 168 b.c.it would surely have included Daniel. 
The only way to explain Daniel’s absence from the Prophets is to place the close of the 
prophetic canon about 200 b.c., before the writing of Daniel. 

It is obvious that this argument is quite invalid for those who hold to the genuineness of 
Daniel. The threefold development view is possible only for those who hold the critical 
dating of the books concerned. There is another objection to it, however. Extensive 
evidence was given above to show that there is no early evidence to limit the canon of the 
Prophets to the eight books named in the Talmud division. There is the positive evidence of 
Josephus against this view. The considerable evidence of an early twofold division 
witnessed from Qumran to Melito brings into question this limitation. According to the 
twofold division Daniel was among the Prophets whenever it was written. According to the 
division of Josephus, Daniel (and Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah, Esther, Ruth, Lamentations 
and Job) were originally among the Prophets. 

It once was more possible than now to hold to a canonization of the eight “Prophets” at 
200 b.c.Now, however, it seems difficult to explain how Samuel-Kings got into the canon of 
the Prophets at 200 b.c., and the similar book of Chronicles which is now dated to about 
400 b.c. did not get in. The Psalms are now admitted by many to be early, and Chronicles 
shows the highest regard for the Psalms and for their authors and for the ancient liturgy in 
which they were used. Why were not the Psalms included among the Prophets? If the 
answer be that the Psalms are a different type of lit., then the principle of chronological 
development of the Canon is already given up. If it be said that books relegated to the 
Writings are those of anonymous authorship, then why was Judges taken among the 
Prophets? Altogether, the idea that the eight books called “Prophets” by the Talmud were 
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canonized at 200 b.c. is a long cherished critical opinion which will not stand the light of 
more recently developed evidence. 

The third stage of canonization according to critical thought is the closing of the canon of 
the Writings at the Synod of Jamnia in a.d. 90. Eissfeldt refers to the “synod held in 
about a.d. 100 in Jamnia (Jabne), some twelve miles south of Jaffa...now what had come 
into being as a result of gradual growth was formally declared binding and for this purpose 
was also undergirded with dogmatic theory” (op. cit., p. 568). Unfortunately, however, there 
is no information on this Synod of Jamnia. It is true that there was a school of Jewish 
scholars living there after the fall of Jerusalem. The later Talmud and Mishna give 
information that scholars discussed the canonicity of certain books under the question 
whether they “defiled the hands.” The books concerned were Ezekiel, Proverbs, Song of 
Songs, Ecclesiastes, and Esther (see Bentzen, op cit., I, 29-31), though these were not all 
discussed by Jewish scholars just at the time of Jamnia. Actually the earlier Mishna 
discusses only Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon. It reports a difference about 
Ecclesiastes reaching back to Hillel and Shammai (of Herodian times) and Jerome quotes 
his Jewish teachers to say that some still questioned it (Bentzen, op. cit., I, 30). Apparently 
whatever was done at Jamnia did not originate discussion or settle it. The later Talmudic 
information discusses the other books, but is tradition to be trusted? Should such 
questionable discussions reported after centuries of tradition outweigh the testimony of the 
contemporary Josephus or of Philo who quotes from all the OT books and none others as 
authoritative, or the NT which certainly quotes from Ezekiel and Proverbs? 

The whole matter of the Council of Jamnia has been discussed by Jack P. Lewis (What Do 
We Mean by Jabneh? JBR XXXII [1964], 125-132). He gives full evidence that there were 
discussions at Jamnia, but nothing approaching a synod. He shows that only Ecclesiastes 
and the Song of Solomon were debated by these scholars. The other books above 
mentioned and also these two were debated before and after. He gives the evidence of 
Talmudic tradition, for what it is worth, that Ecclesiastes was cited as Scripture by Simeon 
ben Shetah (about 104-79 b.c.). He concludes that the matter of the Synod of Jamnia is 
“one of those things that has come to be true due to frequent repetition of the assertion 
rather than to it being actually supported by the evidence.” 

From all of these considerations, it appears that the idea of a canonization of the OT in the 
three stages of the Law at 400 b.c., the eight books of the Prophets at 200 b.c. and the 
eleven books of the Writings at a.d. 90 is largely scholarly invention. 

2.6.4 GREEN’S EXPLANATION OF THE THREEFOLD CANON 

William Henry Green also faced the facts that the present Heb. Bibles exhibit a threefold 
Canon and that Daniel, a key book, is in the last division, the Writings. Reacting against the 
three-stage canonization theory of Ger. criticism, he adopted the view that the three 
divisions were original, and originated from three types of authorship: “The threefold division 
of the Hebrew canon rests, not upon the nature of the contents of the several books, but 
upon the personality of the writers. And here the distinction lies not in the various grades of 
their inspiration, as was maintained by Maimonides and the rabbins of the Middle 
Ages....The real ground of the division is the official status of the sacred writers.—Moses, as 
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the great legislator and founder of the OT dispensation, occupied a unique position, and his 
books appropriately stand by themselves in the first place. Then follow in the second place 
the prophets, a distinct order of men, universally recognized as such....Finally, the third 
division comprises the writings of inspired men, who were not prophets in the technical and 
official sense” (op. cit., 80, 81). He speaks of the authors of the Writings as having the 
“prophetic gift,” but not the “prophetic office” (id., 85). In this opinion Green claims the 
support of Dillmann (partially), Hengstenberg, Keil and others, although it is not propounded 
in Keil’s discussion on the canon in his Introduction to the OT. Green’s view was called 
“fanciful trifling” by Ryle, but it has been followed by J. Raven, E. J. Young, Merrill F. Unger 
and many present-day evangelicals. 

The view offers an explanation for the three divisions which is consistent with a high view of 
inspiration. However, it appears to be inadequate at several points. As detailed above, it 
fails to show that the threefold division of the Talmud was the same as the threefold division 
of early times. It does not prove this, because it can not be proven. There is now more 
evidence than formerly to show that a very early division of the OT was twofold, and the 
witness of Josephus is a stubborn fact to show that centuries before the Talmud there was 
a different threefold division. Why argue that Daniel was not among the prophets when the 
earliest evidence is that he was classified among the prophets, both by Josephus and Christ 
Himself? 

There are other problems for Green’s theory. Why was Lamentations (by Jeremiah 
according to Green) placed among the Writings, and the Book of Jeremiah among the 
Prophets? (except when Lamentations was united with Jeremiah when it was among the 
prophets). Also how does one know that the author of Judges, who is unknown, had the 
office of a prophet any more than the author of Job? Is it not clear that David and Daniel, 
though king and statesmen, were prophets just as truly as Ezekiel who was by office a 
priest? There is a tendency in the interests of this theory to deny that Moses was a 
prophet. Hosea 12:13 makes clear that he was so regarded, though he was a prophet par 
excellence. The theory is a weak defense against the critical threefold development view. 
Actually both views suffer from the central weakness that they assume the divisions of the 
present Heb. Bible to be regulative and original. 

The view does make one contribution, however. It rightly holds that the authors of the books 
of the third division had the gift of prophecy. In the Protestant view of Scripture an inspired 
book is the work of the Spirit of God and is itself a revelation. These men, David, Solomon, 
Ezra, Daniel and two or three unknown authors were recognized by their contemporaries as 
filled in a special way with the Spirit of God. They had the gift of prophecy and their 
contemporaries knew it, although in a few cases the external evidence has not been 
preserved. These men were prophets, and that is why their work was accepted, treasured, 
and passed on in the corpus of sacred writing. 

2.6.5 STUART’S ALTERNATIVE TO GREEN’S VIEW 

An alternative to Green’s view has several times been hinted at above. It is the view that the 
threefold division is variable, not universal and not significant. This view was propounded by 
Moses Stuart (The OT Canon [1849], 248ff.) and Storr is also cited by Green as holding it. 
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The evidence that the later threefold division was not the same as earlier ones is given with 
characteristic thoroughness by R. D. Wilson who concludes, “That the order has nothing to 
do with the canonicity, nor necessarily even with the date of a book” (op. cit., 64). This view 
has been ably defended also by A. A. MacRae to whom the present writer is indebted for 
this. 

There is a further consequence to the view that there is no essential difference between the 
prophetic authorship of books of the second and third division of the Heb. canon. It is that 
the entire OT is the work of inspired men who may fairly be called prophets. This is the 
argument of L. Gaussen, “All the Scriptures of the OT are Prophetic” (Inspiration of the Holy 
Scriptures, Moody Press [ed. of 1949], pp. 67-72; [ed. of 1850], pp. 355-360). This is not 
only the principle of the growth of the canon—it grew book by book as the Word of God 
came to men—but also the principle of the recognition of the canon—the writings of the 
prophets giving the word of the Lord were accepted by those who had been taught to listen 
to the prophets on pain of God’s judgment (Deut 18:19). 

2.7 THE WITNESS OF CHRIST AND THE EARLY CHURCH 

2.7.1 NT USE OF THE OT 

As is well known the NT is full of quotations from the OT. Some 600 are usually alleged. A 
standard listing of these is found in Nestle’s Gr. NT, already mentioned. This information 
may be added to that given above concerning the extent of the OT canon. After discussing 
the order of the books and principles of their selection it is necessary to consider how and 
when the twenty-two books of the Heb. canon (the thirty-nine) became definitively 
separated from other lit. of an apocryphal nature. It has been argued that although the men 
of Qumran knew and used various apocryphal books, they were not used as authoritative in 
the same way that the OT books were. This statement is challenged by some and new 
material may always be expected from Qumran, but in spite of a few questionable 
references, the statement can be defended. 

2.7.2 THE LXX MANUSCRIPT AND THE EARLY CHURCH WITNESS 

A further point must be made. The quotations of the OT in the NT are usually from the LXX. 
The copies of the LXX include the apocryphal books. Therefore, it is concluded that the 
canon of Christ and the apostles included the apocryphal books. This has given rise to 
much argument used by the Roman Catholic Church that the NT and the Christian Church 
followed a larger “Alexandrian canon” while the Jews of Pal., including Josephus, held to a 
Palestinian canon. The error in the whole argument is that it presumes that the original LXX 
included all the books that the later copies included. Conservative Protestant scholars have 
never been enamored of the Alexandrian canon theory (cf. Keil, op. cit., II, 340); it does not 
fit the facts. Jews like Philo of Alexandria quote from the books of the OT as authoritative 
(all parts of it), but never from the Apoc. The early Christians of Alexandria held to the 
Palestinian Canon as truly as did the Jews. The Alexandrian canon is pure theory, and the 
NT gives it no support. The idea that the apostles held to the LXX canon because they 
quote the OT in the LXX form is in error. It assumes that the copies of the LXX used by Paul 
and others included the same books as the copies of the 3rd and 4th centuries a.d. This is 
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an assumption of a piece with the idea that the later threefold Talmud division was identical 
with the earlier. What must not be forgotten is that in the interval between Paul and the 
Codex B the LXX format changed from scrolls to a bound book. In the interval there was the 
development of the Christian liturgy and lit. There was not in Egypt at first the idea that only 
holy books must be put in the scroll. The early authors say that some books might be read 
for edification, but may not be used to establish doctrine. Even the scholars of King James 
bound the apocryphal books with the canonical although their theory of canonicity was well 
established. The teaching of the Early Church on this matter fortunately may be learned 
from the express statements of the Early Church “Fathers.” 

This testimony begins with Melito, Bishop of Sardis in a.d. 170. His list has been given 
above. It is the regular Heb. listing except that Esther is missing. If the books he names are 
counted in the usual Heb. way, his number is twenty-two. He claims that he got his 
information from Pal. and he recommends this list for his friend in the faith, Onesimus. The 
Jewish canon is considered regulative for the Christian bishop. 

The next witness is Tertullian of Africa about a.d. 200, who counts the OT books as twenty-
four equal to the twenty-four elders around the throne of God (quoted by Green, op. cit., p. 
164). Tertullian like 2 Esdras evidently counts Ruth and Lamentations separately. Second 
Esdras itself is a Jewish work of unknown origin, but with Christian interpolation. The 
reference to the twenty-four holy books and seventy-eight secret books is in 14:44-46. 

The next witness is Origen of Egypt (d. c. a.d. 250) who lists the books as twenty-two but 
actually lists only twenty-one omitting (in our copy) the twelve minor prophets. This is surely 
an oversight. Otherwise his list agrees with the OT, except that with Jeremiah and 
Lamentations (one book) he includes the one ch. long Epistle of Jeremy. Origen after all 
was not perfect. Sundberg (op. cit., 135f.) argues that this is Origen’s report of the Heb. 
canon, but is not Origen’s own canon. It is highly questionable if the evidence will bear this 
interpretation. No one has the context of Origen’s listing, but Eusebius did. Eusebius plainly 
says that Origen’s catalogue—his own catalogue—of the Scriptures is contained in the 
following quotation. Eusebius (vi, 25, 1 and 2) gives two quotations from Origen both of 
which stipulate twenty-two books. It is obvious, as Sundberg says, that Origen was careful 
to use the Heb. canon in arguing with Hebrews. But, it is not obvious that Origen held a 
different canon for Christian use. It can be admitted that Origen and other Church Fathers 
occasionally were inconsistent and inexact, and quoted a non-canonical book as Scripture 
once in a while. It must be remembered that these Church Fathers had no concordance or 
other aids to memory. They did not have ch. and v. divisions for convenient reference. Their 
libraries prob. did not contain copies of books they had read. It is remarkable that they 
quote the Scriptures as accurately and consistently as they do. 

In the next cent. there are abundant witnesses, cited by Green (op. cit., pp. 164-175), by 
Sundberg (op. cit., 59, 60 and 138-159) and by many others. The lists by these authors are 
given in Sundberg very conveniently and in H. B. Swete (Introduction to the OT in 
Greek [1902], 201-211). To summarize, Athanasius has the Heb. twenty-two books except 
that he omits Esther and includes with Jeremiah the Epistle of Jeremy and the five chs. of 
Baruch. This uncertainty in Jeremiah is reflected in more than one author, and is perhaps 
due to some differences of text between Jeremiah in the Heb. and LXX, differences that 
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would confuse the men who obtained their information about the Heb. secondhand! 
Sundberg (op. cit., pp. 138-142) makes a manful attempt to dull the edge of Athanasius’ 
witness. He notes that Athanasius quotes from non-canonical books with such formulas as 
“it is written.” He gives seven examples of this and more examples where apocryphal and 
canonical quotations are intermingled. His conclusion is that Athanasius was “concerned to 
correlate Septuagint-Christian usage with the list of the Hebrew canon.” He holds that 
Athanasius evidences a change of practice from a broader use back to the narrower Heb. 
canon. In view of Origen’s considerably earlier but similar narrow listing and broader usage, 
it seems difficult to find any transition point in Athanasius. He plainly lists the canonical and 
non-canonical books, and says that these are his canon as a Christian, and suggests that 
this is the Heb. canon for it matches the Jewish alphabet of twenty-two letters. Athanasius’ 
explicit rejection of Esther is a problem (see Esther). One probable reason why there was 
division of opinion on this book is its apocryphal additions, both in the beginning of the book 
and elsewhere which are not found in the Heb. Usually the Jews named their books from 
the first words. Esther, so named in the LXX form would not be known by the Jews. In any 
case Athanasius rejects by name the Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, Esther, Judith 
and Tobit. He does not in his list mention Maccabees. Sundberg interprets his list to include 
2 (4) Esdras, which seems to be uncertain. There are four books of antiquity called Esdras 
and the titles are variously used today. In the great LXX MSS 1, 2 Esdras mean the books 
Ezra and Nehemiah. In some cases 1, 2 Esdras may mean the apocryphal 1 Esdras and 
the united books of Ezra-Nehemiah. Such a listing would mean nothing, except for one 
spurious ch., for 1 Esdras is a copy (a poor but valuable copy) of the last two chs. of 2 
Chronicles, the Book of Ezra and a ch. of Nehemiah. First Esdras introduces practically 
nothing non-canonical into the lists. The other book, 4 Esdras, is quite different. It appears 
in no LXX MS, and is full of post-Christian additions. It is questionable if anybody includes 
this in his listing. Sundberg claims that Epiphanius counted 4 Esdras, but it is doubtful. 

Cyril of Jerusalem who wrote in a.d. 347 has left a list of books almost identical with 
Athanasius, except that he includes Esther after 1-2 Esdras. Cyril became bishop of 
Jerusalem after 350; was a champion of orthodoxy who knew Athanasius well. There is no 
reason to suppose that Cyril was merely offering the canon of the Jews for information. His 
list occurs in his Catecheses, a theological work to prepare catechumens for baptism. 
Interestingly, Cyril believed the LXX translators were inspired, but he does not use the 
canon of the LXX copies of his own day which are still extant. He evidently thought the 
apocryphal books were later additions to the LXX. 

Epiphanius (lived about 320-403) has left three listings in various writings. In one he 
includes the same books, as does Cyril. In the other two he has the same books but does 
not give details as to which are included under Jeremiah. Epiphanius was one of the few 
authors of the time who knew Heb. 

Other great theologians of the 4th century must be dealt with briefly. Gregory of Nazianzus, 
one of the great “three Cappadocians” who became bishop of Constantinople in 381 has left 
a list in an order almost identical with our Eng. Bible lists, but Esther is missing. In his 
writings is included a list now attributed to Amphilochius of Iconium, a contemporary which 
has almost the same order but adds Esther with the words, “To these, some add Esther.” 
Lamentations is doubtless included in Jeremiah. Basil the Great, a second of the 
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Cappadocians and good friend of Gregory, cites the number of the OT books as twenty-two, 
though he does not give a list, and the great John Chrysostom remarks that “all the books of 
the OT were originally written in Hebrew as all among us confess” (quoted in Green, op. cit., 
p. 165). There was in this cent. a local Council of Laodicea which lists the usual OT books 
of the Jewish Canon including Esther, but includes Baruch with the Epistle of Jeremy. 
Green argues that the list, however, is a later and spurious addition. In any case, it agrees 
with Epiphanius and others already mentioned. 

Two important men close the witness of the earlier centuries—Jerome and Augustine. 

Jerome writing about a.d. 400 has left two lists of OT books. Both agree with the Protestant 
OT canon, though the order varies and the two lists differ in order. He lists the books of the 
OT in his Prologus Galeatus (written in 388) and numbers them twenty-two according to the 
letters of the Heb. alphabet. Others he says are among the Apoc. and names Wisdom of 
Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, Judith, Tobit, the post-Christian Shepherd of Hermes (or as some 
think 4 Esdras), and the Books of Maccabees. It has always been regarded as curious that 
the man who tr. the Vul. Bible used by Roman Catholics with its Apoc. is a most explicit 
witness against the Apoc. In several other places Jerome makes his views explicit. 

In Jerome’s case, Sundberg fails to argue that he was merely expressing the Jewish view of 
the canon. He could not argue thus, for Jerome is too explicit. There were indeed others 
who differed with Jerome, as for instance Rufinus, who became quite bitter. To argue that 
Rufinus expresses the canon of the W (Sundberg, op. cit., 153) and that Jerome had been 
led into error by his Heb. studies is an unusual and odd position. Jerome stands at the end 
of a long chain of authors who hold the narrower canon. Rufinus stands at the beginning of 
the medieval views which issued in the council of Trent. Jerome also, as Bleek points out 
(quoted in Keil, op. cit., 363) several times quotes from apocryphal books as many others 
previously had done. This may have been done through carelessness, faulty memory, 
accommodation, or what not; but Jerome’s principles are crystal clear in his repeated and 
explicit testimonies. 

Augustine alone of ancient authors, and the councils of Africa which he dominated, present 
a different picture. Augustine specifically accepted the apocryphal books and gives the total 
number as forty-four. He is the only ancient author who gives a number different from the 
twenty-two or twenty-four book reckoning. The list includes Tobit, Judith, 1 and 2 
Maccabees, 1 Esdras (the book composed of part of 2 Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah), 
Wisdom of Solomon, and Ecclesiasticus. The local councils of Carthage and Hippo, 
dominated by Augustine, included the same books. This listing prob. agreed with the ideas 
of Pope Damasus who dominated the local council of Rome at 382. It will be remembered 
that it was Damasus who urged Jerome to tr. also the apocryphal books for his Vulgate. 
Jerome did so with the explicit declaration that they were not canonical. 

Green (op. cit., 168-174) discusses the witness of Augustine and points out that Augustine 
seems to vacillate. Green quotes Augustine: “What is written in the book of Judith the Jews 
are truly said not to have received into the canon of Scripture” (Augustine, City of God xviii, 
26). “After Malachi, Haggai, Zechariah, and Ezra, they had no prophets until the advent of 
the Savior” (id. xvii, last ch.). He was well aware that Maccabees were after the cessation of 
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prophecy. Green concludes that Augustine was using “canonical” in the sense of books 
which may be read in the churches, without putting them all on an equal plane. Augustine 
does say of such books, “They are not found in the canon which the people of God received 
because it is one thing to be able to write as men with the diligence of historians and 
another as prophet, with divine inspiration; the former pertained to the increase of 
knowledge, the latter to authority in religion, in which authority the canon is kept” 
(Augustine, op. cit. xviii, 38). Note that Augustine distinguishes his canon from that formerly 
held by the people of God. Green perhaps goes too far in saying that Augustine did not hold 
the Apoc. canonical. But, there is evidence in Augustine for the distinction between the 
strictly canonical and deutero-canonical books. The latter were useful for reading, the 
former only were a suitable basis for doctrine. This double canon was held through later 
centuries until the Council of Trent obliterated the distinction. It prob. arises from, or at least 
is the explanation of the fact that the LXX copies contained these other books for edification 
which were not held as authoritative for the first three centuries of Christendom. 

2.7.3 SUNDBERG’S EXPLANATION OF THE APOCRYPHAL ADDITIONS 

Protestant theologians have long believed that the inclusion of the seven apocryphal books 
of the canon is opposed to the witness of the Early Church and the NT itself. It arose 
through the errors of medieval Catholicism. Others have argued that the Apoc. were 
properly included in the OT inasmuch as they were included in the so-called Alexandrian 
canon. It is admitted that the Palestinian Jewish sources include only the twenty-two books, 
but the LXX copies are held to testify to a wider canon, common among early Jews at 
Alexandria. Sundberg (op. cit., 18-24) traces the origin of the Alexandrian hypothesis to 
Grabe and the rationalist Semler (1725-1791). Schmid of Wittenberg (1775) answered 
Semler, and Schmid’s views have since been standard in the Protestant theology of 
Addison Alexander of Princeton, Moses Stuart of Andover, S. R. L. Gaussen of Geneva, 
and others. 

Sundberg argues ably against the Alexandrian hypothesis, but adopts a new and interesting 
position to explain why the Christian canon was broader than the Jewish. He finds the 
answer in one of the accidents of history. 

To begin with, Sundberg assumes as a fact the threefold development view of the OT 
canon as outlined above, that the Pentateuch was canonized in 400 b.c., the Prophets in 
200 b.c. and the Writings not until the Council of Jamnia in a.d. 90. He points out that the 
Christian Church began as a Jewish sect in the mid-1st cent. and progressively broke away 
from the Jewish mainstream. This break was rather final, all would admit, at a.d. 70 when 
the Jews at Jerusalem resisted the Romans to the bitter end, but the Christians fled across 
the Jordan to Pella in view of the prediction in Luke 21. Sundberg emphasizes that the 
Christians separated from the Jews a little while before the Council of Jamnia. He argues, 
therefore, that Jews and early Christians at a.d. 50 were agreed in their canon of the Law 
and the Prophets, but they had in addition an ill-defined assortment of books struggling for 
recognition. Sundberg assumes that the category of “Prophets” a.d. 50 was the same eight 
books denominated “Prophets” by the Talmud hundreds of years later. Therefore, he says, 
after the two movements diverged the history of the canonization of their books also 
differed. The Jews at the Council of Jamnia settled the number of their additional books and 
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ended with a canon of five books of Law, eight of Prophets, and eleven of Writings. The 
Christians for many years had an open-ended canon of the earlier accepted thirteen books 
of Law and Prophets, but the Writings were not defined until Augustine’s era. By that time 
the Church came to considerable unanimity in the matter and accepted a broader canon, 
including the seven extra apocryphal books and certain additions to others. Some Church 
Fathers, however, like Jerome, were aware of the canon held by their Jewish 
contemporaries who represented post-Jamnia Judaism. These men, unaware of the fact 
that Jamnia succeeded Jesus, argued for the Jamnia canon as if it had been held by Christ 
and the apostles. The men of the Reformation re-discovered Jerome and have followed him 
in his error. Sundberg would say that actually when Christ referred to the “law and the 
prophets” he did not mean the whole OT, but only the five books of law and eight books of 
Prophets in the Heb. canon. The other books like Proverbs, Job and Maccabees were only 
semi-recognized in Jesus’ day. 

2.7.4 REFUTATION OF SUNDBERG’S VIEW 

The view of Sundberg has been treated elsewhere by the writer (“Was the Law and the 
Prophets Two-Thirds of the OT Canon?” BETS IX [1966], 163-171). It stands condemned 
by the facts concerning canonicity detailed above. 

First, the early Christian Church did not accept the apocryphal books. Scholar after scholar 
gives the number or listing of the OT books which are the books of the Jewish canon. 
Sundberg attempts to show that these scholars were only giving the Jewish view, not their 
own. It is strange, if this is so, that their own views are never given. Augustine is the first 
Church Father to mention the number forty-four books or to list the enlarged canon. 
Sundberg tries to prove a wider Christian canon by referring to quotations, but he is making 
the quotations bear much too heavy a load. Inconsistencies there were, and errors too, but 
the principles of the Early Church Fathers are clear. The most ambitious scholarly 
production of the Early Church was Origen’s Hexapla. It had the Heb. and various Gr. texts 
written in six parallel columns through the whole OT, but it restricted itself to the narrower 
Heb. canon. 

Second, Sundberg, like so many others before him, assumes that the threefold division of 
the Talmud was identical with the earlier threefold division of the 1st cent. He recognizes 
Josephus’ division as exactly paralleling the Jamnia canon, but holds, against H. J. 
Thackeray, that “Josephus’ order remains peculiar to him” (op. cit., 70 n; 134 n). Sundberg’s 
thesis depends on the idea that there was no fixed total canon before a.d. 90. It should be 
remembered that Josephus writing at a.d. 90 was no friend of Jamnia. He had broken with 
patriotic Jewry and gone over to the Romans in a.d. 70 exactly the same time the Christians 
did. Moreover, Josephus’ testimony speaks of no recent scholastic decision. He says, 
“during so many ages as have already passed, no one hath been so bold as either to add 
anything to them, to take anything from them, or to make any change in them: but it is 
become natural to all Jews, immediately and from their very birth, to esteem these books to 
contain divine doctrines, and to persist in them, and if occasion be, willingly to die for them” 
(Against Apion 1:8). If this were written in a.d. 90 by Josephus, the Jewish canon was 
settled well before the Christians parted company from the Jews. 
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Third, Sundberg’s case involves the idea of a decision at Jamnia by a body of scholars 
approaching a council and determining the bounds of the third division of the canon. As 
Jack Lewis has shown (see above) this assumption far outruns the evidence. 

Last, Sundberg’s whole thesis depends upon the views of destructive criticism that the 
books of the OT are not what they claim to be, and that Israel’s history and religion must be 
rewritten in terms opposed to the self testimony of practically every book of the OT. Such a 
negative view of the basic veracity of the OT would seem to destroy not only its total worth 
but also to carry down with it the authority and veracity of Christ, who with His apostles 
refers so frequently to the OT history and faith as true and divine. 

2.8 THE PRINCIPLES OF THE FORMATION OF THE CANON 

2.8.1 PROPHETIC AUTHORSHIP 

In brief summation it can be said that the view of the OT itself and of the NT, as well, is that 
God’s organs of revelation to Israel were the prophets. Hebrews 1:1 has been quoted: “God 
spoke...by the prophets.” 2 Peter 1:19-21 reads, “We have the prophetic word made more 
sure.” Christ submitted to death “that the scriptures of the prophets might be fulfilled” (Matt 
26:56). Jesus after His resurrection chided the disciples with being too slow of heart, “to 
believe all that the prophets have spoken” (Luke 24:25) and He proceeded to explain to 
them “all the scriptures, beginning with Moses and all the prophets” (v. 27). The OT is, 
without distinction, called the work of prophets, which is proper. Prophets were God’s 
chosen organs of revelation. Even those of whom there are no open visions recorded, wrote 
their books under the inspiration of God (2 Tim 3:16), and this was the gift of God to 
prophets (Mark 12:36). There are no details of authorship for a few books of the OT. Those 
whose authorship is given are in most every case clearly written by prophets. The others 
are not easily classifiable under any other rubric than that of prophet also. The law of Moses 
and the prophets covers them all. 

2.8.2 TESTIMONY OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

Much emphasis has been laid in the preceding study on the evidence for and claims of the 
OT. Other authors would emphasize rather the inner testimony of the Holy Spirit. Calvin put 
it, “Profane men...wish and expect it to be proved by rational arguments, that Moses and the 
prophets spake by divine inspiration. But, I reply that the testimony of the Spirit is superior 
to all reason. For, as God alone is a sufficient witness of Himself in His own Word, so also 
the Word will never gain credit in the hearts of men till it be confirmed by the internal 
testimony of the Holy Spirit” (Institutes i, 7. 4). E. J. Young speaks with care on the subject, 
“This doctrine is one which has been much abused and indeed it is a very mysterious 
doctrine. It does not mean that this inward testimony can be used as a criterion to determine 
the canonicity of a certain verse or chapter or even book. It does mean, however, that the 
believer possesses a conviction that the Scriptures are God’s Word” (Introduction to the 
OT [1949], 38). Abraham Kuyper treats the subject most satisfactorily in saying that this 
testimony of the Spirit “begins with binding us simply to the Holy Scripture in its centrum.” 
This central truth takes hold, then man perceives more and more by degrees. “It ends 
as Scripture by imposing sacred obligations upon us, as Holy Book exercising over us moral 
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compulsion and spiritual power” (A. Kuyper, Principles of Sacred Theology [reprint, 1954], 
560, 561). In short, the Spirit bears witness that by these Scriptural truths men’s souls are 
saved. Then having come to know Christ in salvation, they are obedient to His Word. This 
leads to the honoring of the same OT which He honored and in the OT one finds the same 
divine doctrine. The witness of the Holy Spirit, like the word of Christ concerning the OT, is 
by no means antithetical to the idea of prophetic authorship of the OT, but interrelated. 
Similar to the testimony of the Spirit for the Scriptures of the OT is the witness of the Spirit 
against other books which might vie for false recognition. It is admitted on all sides that the 
OT books are superior to the other ancient productions from which they are delimited by the 
bounds of canonicity. To a doubter it can be safely said, read and compare. 

2.9.3 PROVIDENTIAL CARE 

The doctrine is not opposed to the others mentioned, but confirmatory. The whole process 
of preservation of the ancient texts through so many years, so much faithlessness and such 
bitter persecution was overseen by God’s providence. It is an interesting speculation 
whether any OT texts have really perished. It may be, though there is no evidence. It is 
certain that hundreds of spoken sermons of Christ have perished because they were never 
recorded; yet they were inspired. In any case, the providence and care of God’s Spirit have 
given a canon that is sufficient, to which nothing will be added. Many other things were 
done which could have been recorded (John 20:30). God has preserved enough for all to 
treasure and obey. 

2.8.4 VALIDATION BY CHRIST 

Questions of OT canonicity have a more obvious answer, perhaps, than do questions of the 
NT, for the latter was written after Christ’s ascension. For its writing Christ promised His 
Spirit in advance. For the OT He repeatedly and in detail approved of a sacred corpus 
which had been written and whose limits can with extreme confidence be described as the 
thirty-nine books of the Eng. OT. For the believer, his authority is sufficient who said, 
“Before Abraham was, I am.” 
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2.10 SUMMARY 

The word "canon" derives from the Hebrew term qaneh and the Greek term kanon, both of 
which refer to a measuring rod. It designates the exclusive collection of documents in the 
Judeo-Christian tradition that have come to be regarded as Scripture. The Jewish canon 
was written in both Hebrew and Aramaic, while the Christian canon was written in Greek. 

Theology and Criteria of Canonicity  

The historic Christian belief is that the Holy Spirit who inspired the writing of the books also 
controlled their selection and that this is something to be discerned by spiritual insight rather 
than by historical research. It is felt that statements in the writings themselves (such as 1 
Cor 2:13 ; 14:37 ; Gal 1:8-9 ; 1 Thess 2:13 ) would cause local churches to preserve them 
and eventually collect them in a general canon. 

A number of criteria were involved in the church's choice of the books it acknowledged as 
genuine and used in worship services. Irenaeus and other authors of the first three 
centuries, who wrote against heretical movements and their literature, reveal some of the 
criteria that the early church used in evaluating its literature. 

• The basic criterion of acceptance was apostolicity: Was a document written by an 
apostle? Books known to have been written by apostles were eagerly embraced and 
churches that knew the legacy of books written by men who were not apostles, such 
as Mark and Luke, accepted them as well. But other churches, which were not 
familiar with this legacy, were hesitant to receive such books, especially those that 
did not contain the name of an author, such as the Gospels, Acts, and Hebrews. 

• A second and related question, then, was asked. If a book was not written by an 
apostle, is its content apostolic? This was an early problem with Revelation, because 
its theological content was difficult to discern. Tertullian valued Hebrews highly, but 
thought it was written by Barnabas. 

• A third criterion was the claim to inspiration. Does the author claim inspiration? 
Some did not. 

• A fourth question was: Is it accepted by loyal churches? This was a very important 
consideration. What was the attitude of the church in the city to which it was 
originally written? 

• People of every generation have inherently asked about each book of the Bible: 
Does it have the "ring of genuineness"? The testimony of the Spirit was important. In 
the Old Testament canon there were questions about Esther for a period of time 
because it does not contain the name of God. Many questioned Revelation in those 
early years because it did not have this "ring of genuineness." 
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The Old Testament Canon  

Although Christians include both Old and New Testaments in their canon, Jews do not 
accept a "New" Testament and repudiate the identification of their canon as the "Old" 
Testament. The proper designation for the Jewish Bible is Tanak, an acronym constituted 
from the initial letters of the three divisions of that canon Law (Torah), Prophets (Naviim), 
and Writings (Kethubim). 

The terms "obsolete" and "aging" are used in Hebrews 8:13 with reference to the Jewish 
covenant. However, early church writers before the latter part of the second century do not 
use the terms "old" and "new" to designate two different covenants. They considered the 
second covenant to be a continuation of the first. It was new in the sense of fresh, not in the 
sense of different. Even in the third century, authors such as Clement of Alexandria and 
Origen used the expression "new covenant" to refer to the covenant rather than to the 
documents containing it. 

There are also important differences in the content and order of the early canons. Extant 
Greek Old Testament manuscripts, whose text is quoted often in the New Testament, 
contain apocryphal books. But the Hebrew Old Testament canon recognized by Palestinian 
Jews (Tanak) did not include the fourteen books of the Apocrypha. Since the Hebrew Bible 
was preferred by the Reformers during the Protestant Reformation in their struggle against 
the Catholic Church, whose Bible contained the Apocrypha, translators of Protestant Bibles 
excluded the Apocrypha. Thus Protestant and evangelical Bibles duplicate the content of 
the Hebrew Bible (the current thirty-nine books). 

However, the arrangement of books is that of the Latin Vulgate, from which the earliest 
English translations were made, including the first English translation by John Wycliffe. 
Even though the New Testament was written in Greek, Protestant and evangelical Bibles do 
not embrace either the content or the arrangement of the Greek Old Testament. Greek Old 
Testament manuscripts typically preserve the Alexandrian order, which arranged books 
according to their subject matter (narrative, history, poetry, and prophecy). Apocryphal 
books were appropriately interspersed into these categories. The arrangement of the books 
in the Hebrew Bible is different from both the Greek and the Latin. 

According to the testimony of Talmudic and rabbinic sources, the thirty-nine books of the 
Hebrew Bible were originally divided into only twenty-four. This included three categories 
embracing five books of Law (Torah), eight Prophets, and eleven Writings. The Law 
contained the first five books, the Pentateuch. The eight Prophets included Joshua, Judges, 
Samuel (1 and 2), Kings (1 and 2), Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Minor Prophets (12). 
The eleven books of the Writings contained the subdivisions of poetry (Psalms, Proverbs, 
Job), the five Megilloth or Rolls (Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther), 
and the three books of history (Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Chronicles 1-2). 

The Hebrew canon was a thousand years in formation and nothing is known about this 
process. The Torah of Moses, the oldest portion, was probably written in the fifteenth 
century b.c., and Malachi, the latest portion, was produced in the fifth century b.c. Some 
date Daniel in the second century. The Torah or Pentateuch was immediately 
acknowledged as authoritative and never questioned thereafter. The Prophets and Writings 
were produced over a period of centuries and gradually won their place in the hearts of the 
people. Therefore, the Jewish people of Bible times never had the complete Old Testament 
as we know it. 
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The Old Testament refers to about fifteen books not contained in it, such as the Book of 
Jashar ( Jos 10:13 ) and the Book of the Annals of Solomon ( 1 Kings 11:41 ). Although 
some books of the Old Testament were discussed in Judea at the Pharisaic Council of 
Jamnia in a.d. 90, the canon itself was not a topic of consideration and this group had no 
decision-making power. Historically, Jewish scholars have considered the canon closed 
since the time of Malachi, and have not included the Apocrypha, which was written in 
subsequent times. 

The New Testament Canon The formation of the New Testament canon, like the Old, was a 
process rather than an event. Analysis of the process is more historical than biblical, since 
the church of the New Testament, like the Israel of the Old Testament, never had the 
complete canon during the time spanned by its canonical literature. However, an occasional 
indication of the attitude of first-century Christians about their literature is found in the New 
Testament. Second Peter 3:16 refers to Paul's letters as being misapplied, presumably 
using the word "scripture" in its usual biblical sense as the Scripture. 

Paul refers to a previous letter he wrote to Corinth ( 1 Cor 5:9 ) and to a letter to the 
Laodiceans ( Col 4:16 ), neither of which the early church preserved in its canon. The 
followers of inspired men of God would have regarded everything written by them as 
authoritative, but not all of their writings were equally useful to the church throughout the 
ancient world, and so not all of them found universal acceptance. This is what is meant by 
the term "canon"that which was finally accepted on an empirewide basis. 

Throughout the Roman Empire there existed local canons that often represented no wider 
usage than that of a particular city and its immediate surroundings. Two of our earliest and 
best manuscripts of the Greek Testament contain books not accepted by the church as a 
whole. Codex Sinaiticus (ca. a.d. 350) contained the books Hermas and Barnabas, and 
Codex Alexandrinus (ca. a.d. 450) contained 1 and 2 Clement. These probably represented 
only the environs of Alexandria. The Muratorian Canon, probably representative of the 
church in Rome in the second century, includes books not in our canon, and differentiates 
those that can be read in public to the whole church from those which are to be read only in 
private devotion. 

Evidence of a collection of Paul's letters is found as early as 2 Peter 3:16, and Paul 
instructed the churches in Colossae and Laodicea to exchange his letters to them for public 
reading. This indicates that some letters were intended to be circulated among the churches 
from the day they were received. The seven churches of Asia were clearly all expected to 
receive a copy of the Revelation of John for reading in their assemblies. 

Thus, the process of collecting and preserving documents would have been underway from 
the very beginning. Every church receiving such literature would have asked questions 
concerning authenticity. Such is the process of canonization. Local canons, which often 
contained some books not utilized by other local churches, were eventually replaced by 
those lists that represented the general usage of churches throughout the empire. 

Of necessity, the process was gradual. It was initially motivated by the desire of various 
churches to have as many authentic documents of apostolic men as possible, and later 
motivated by the interaction of church leaders struggling with the question of which books 
could be appealed to in their debates about the nature of Christ and the church. These 
discussions began as early as the second century and escalated in the christological 
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controversies of the fourth century, when we have our first full lists of canonical New 
Testament books. 

There are no extant lists from the third century, and only the Muratorian Canon remains 
from the second, although its form is only a discussion of various books and not a canon in 
the proper sense of the term. The earliest known collection of Paul's letters is in the Chester 
Beatty Papyri, which gives us clear evidence of a collection of Paul's letters at the end of 
the second century. 

The earliest extant use of the term "canon" is from the fourth century in the Ecclesiastical 
History of Eusebius of Caesarea (6.25; cf. related words in 3.3.1; 3.25.1-6; 3.31.6). 
Correspondingly, the first record of discussions about the canon and the differentiation of 
various categories within it is from this century. 

Eusebius distinguishes four groups of books: (1) accepted (most of our twenty-seven), 
(2) disputed (James, Jude, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John), (3) rejected (various apocryphal New 
Testament books), and (4) heretical (primarily pseudepigraphical books). He has Revelation 
in both the accepted and rejected categories, saying opinion on it at the time was divided. 

The first exclusive list of our twenty-seven books is in the festal letter #96 of Athanasius 
(a.d. 367). However, the order is different with the General Epistles following Acts and 
Hebrews following 2 Thessalonians. The first exclusive list of our twenty-seven books in 
their current familiar order is in the writings of Amphilocius of Iconium in a.d. 380. 

There is no "proper" order of New Testament books; several different arrangements exist in 
early manuscripts. More than 284 different sequences of biblical books (Old and New 
Testament) have been found in Latin manuscripts alone, and more than twenty different 
arrangements of Paul's letters have been found in ancient authors and manuscripts. 

Division of individual books of the canon into smaller sections is first indicated in the fourth 
century, in Codex Vaticanus, which uses paragraph divisions, somewhat comparable to the 
Hebrew Bible. Our familiar chapter and verse divisions were introduced into the Bible quite 
late in the history of the canon. Stephen Langton introduced the chapters into the Latin 
Bible prior to his death in 1228, and Stephanus added the verses in the New Testament in 
1551 and his publication of a Greek and Latin edition of the New Testament. Verses are 
attested in the Hebrew Bible as far back as the Mishnah (Megillah 4:4). The first English 
Bible to include verse divisions was the Geneva Bible of 1560. Thus, our English 
translations reflect the divisions as well as the order of the Latin Vulgate. 

John McRay 

Bibliography. F. F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture; idem, The Books and the Parchments; 
H. von Campenhausen, The Formation of the Christian Bible; B. S. Childs, The New 
Testament as Canon; E. J. Goodspeed, The Formation of the New Testament; R. M. 
Grant, The Formation of the New Testament; B. Metzger, The Canon of the New 
Testament; H. E. Ryle, The Canon of the Old Testament; J. Sanders, Torah and Canon; B. 
F. Westcott, The Canon of the New Testament. 

(http://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionaries/bakers-evangelical-dictionary/the-bible-canon-
of.html ) 
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3. The Old Testament Canon according to OT Scripture 

(https://www.blueletterbible.org/faq/don_stewart/don_stewart_383.cfm) 

(Regardless of how one evaluates the following overview of the composition of the Hebrew Bible, the study 

incorporates many of the key scriptural references that are relevant to the process. Differences will of 

course arise in relation to the interpretation of these passages. EW) 

The exact details as to the final completion of the Old Testament canon are not known. 

However, the Old Testament provides some evidence of the manner in which the various books 

were recognized as canonical. The best way to look at the process is to consider it in two parts - 

the writings of Moses and the writings after Moses. 

3.1 The Books of Moses 

The first five books of Scripture were basically the work of one man - Moses. The Bible says that 

God spoke face to face with Moses. 

And he said, "Hear my words: When there are prophets among you, I the LORD make myself 

known to them in visions; I speak to them in dreams. Not so with my servant Moses; he is 

entrusted with all my house. With him I speak face to face-clearly, not in riddles; and he 

beholds the form of the LORD" (Numbers 12:6-8). 

Moses had a unique relationship with the Lord: 

Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like Moses, whom the LORD knew face to face. He was 

unequaled for all the signs and wonders that the LORD sent him to perform in the land of Egypt, against 

Pharaoh and all his servants and his entire land, and for all the mighty deeds and all the terrifying 

displays of power that Moses performed in the sight of all Israel (Deuteronomy 34:10-12). 

Moses spoke God's word to the people. In addition, God caused Moses write down authoritative 

Scripture. While both forms were God's Word, the only permanent form was that which was written. 

3.1.1 The books were written under God's authority 

Early in the history of the nation Israel there was evidence that certain writings had God's 

authority behind them. These writings served as a standard for belief and practice. The first five 

books of the Old Testament are known variously as the Law, the Law of Moses, the Torah, and 

the Pentateuch (meaning "five books"). The idea of a canon goes back to Moses writings; God's 

law in the wilderness. 

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Write this as a reminder in a book and recite it in the hearing of 

Joshua: I will utterly blot out the remembrance of Amalek from under heaven" (Exodus 17:14). 
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Moses was recognized as writing them under the authority of God. The Lord told him to write 

down certain things. 

And the Lord said to Moses, "Write these words, for in accordance with these words I have 

made a covenant with you and with Israel" (Exodus 34:27). 

3.1.2 Genesis through Deuteronomy 

The writings that came from Moses were the books of Genesis through Deuteronomy. Moses 

seems to have used earlier documents to write Genesis. For example, we read in Genesis. 

This is the written account of Adam's line. When God created man, he made him in the likeness 

of God (Genesis 5:1). 

It seems that Moses collected some written records to compile Genesis. 

In Exodus it says. 

And Moses wrote all the words of the LORD. And he rose early in the morning, and built an altar 

at the foot of the mountain, and twelve pillars, according to the twelve tribes of Israel (Exodus 

24:4). 

The Book of Numbers states. 

Moses wrote down their starting places, stage by stage, by command of the LORD; and these 

are their stages according to their starting places (Numbers 33:2). 

In Deuteronomy we find the following. 

So Moses wrote this song the same day, and taught it to the people of Israel (Deuteronomy 

31:22). 

We find that in the Book of Exodus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy there are specific references 

of Moses writing things that the Lord had revealed to him. 

3.1.3 The writings were placed in a book (scroll) 

Therefore, from the beginning, we find God ordering certain things to be written down and 

placed in a book. Scripture says that Moses wrote down all the words of the Lord in the Book of 

the Covenant and then read it to the people. 

Moses then wrote down everything the LORD had said. . . . Then he took the Book of the 

Covenant and read it to the people. They responded, "We will do everything the LORD has said; 

we will obey" (Exodus 24:4,7). 
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This shows that the people regarded the Book of the Covenant (probably Exodus 20-23) as a 

standard of what to believe and how to behave. 

3.1.4 The writings were to be preserved 

The Law of Moses was to be preserved as memorial. The king was to have a copy of Scripture. 

Now it shall come about when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, he shall write for himself a 

copy of this law on a scroll in the presence of the Levitical priests. It shall be with him and he 

shall read it all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the Lord his God, by carefully 

observing all the words of this law and these statutes, that his heart may not be lifted up above 

his countrymen and that he may not turn aside from the commandment, to the right or the left, 

so that he and his sons may continue long in his kingdom in the midst of Israel (Deuteronomy 

17:18-20). 

The writings were also to be a witness to the people. 

After Moses finished writing in a book the words of this law from beginning to end, he gave this 

command to the Levites who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD: "Take this Book of 

the Law and place it beside the ark of the covenant of the LORD your God. There it will remain 

as a witness against you" (Deuteronomy 31:24-26). 

The People Had The Responsibility To Obey 

The Law of Moses assigned specific responsibility to various Old Testament groups and officials. 

To the Levites was given the custody or care of the written Scriptures. 

Then Moses wrote this law and delivered it to the levitical priests responsible for carrying the 

ark of the Lord's covenant and to all Israel's elders (Deuteronomy 31:9). 

3.1.5 The writings were accepted as authoritative by those afterward 

Those who came afterward accepted the Law of Moses as an authoritative work. The Book of 

Joshua accepted that Moses' writings were authoritative. Joshua wrote. 

Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that 

you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful 

(Joshua 1:8). 

Joshua read all of Moses' words to the people. 
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There was not a word of all that Moses commanded that Joshua did not read before all the 

assembly of Israel, and the women, and the little ones, and the aliens who resided among them 

(Joshua 8:31). 

The people were supposed to observe what was in the Law of Moses. Joshua said. 

Therefore be very steadfast to observe and do all that is written in the book of the law of 

Moses, turning aside from it neither to the right nor to the left (Joshua 23:6). 

Judges 

The fact of the survival of certain pagan nations around Israel proved the truth of what God had 

said to Moses. We read in Judges. 

They [the pagan nations] were for the testing of Israel, to know whether Israel would obey the 

commandments of the LORD, which he commanded their ancestors by Moses (Judges 3:4). 

3.1.6 Later generations accepted Moses' writings as authoritative 

Later generations considered the writings of Moses as authoritative. There are many Old 

Testament references to this. For example, in the Book of First Kings we are told that those who 

keep the Law of Moses will prosper. 

And keep the charge of the LORD your God, walking in his ways and keeping his statutes, his 

commandments, his ordinances, and his testimonies, as it is written in the law of Moses, so that 

you may prosper in all that you do and wherever you turn (1 Kings 2:3). 

In Second Kings, we find a specific law about how to treat the children of murderers. Their 

source was the book of the Law of Moses. 

But he did not put to death the children of the murderers; according to what is written in the 

book of the law of Moses, where the LORD commanded, "The parents shall not be put to death 

for the children, or the children be put to death for the parents; but all shall be put to death for 

their own sins" (2 Kings 14:6). 

3.1.7 The Book of Law was rediscovered 

In 2 Kings 22 the Bible records the account of the rediscovery of the book of the Law by Hilkiah. 

Hilkiah the high priest said to Shaphan the secretary, "I have found the Book of the Law in the 

temple of the LORD." He gave it to Shaphan, who read it (2 Kings 22:8). 

The Law was then read to the good king Josiah. 
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Shaphan the secretary informed the king, "The priest Hilkiah has given me a book." Shaphan 

then read it aloud to the king. When the king heard the words of the book of the law, he tore 

his clothes (2 Kings 22:10,11). 

He, in turn, had the Law read to the people. 

Then the king directed that all the elders of Judah and Jerusalem should be gathered to him. 

The king went up to the house of the LORD, and with him went all the people of Judah, all the 

inhabitants of Jerusalem, the priests, the prophets, and all the people, both small and great; he 

read in their hearing all the words of the book of the covenant that had been found in the 

house of the LORD (2 Kings 23:1,2). 

Again we find the people were expected to obey that which was written in the Law. 

3.1.8 The kings were judged according to law 

We also discover that the kings of Israel and Judah were judged according to how they obeyed 

or disobeyed the Law of Moses. Jeroboam was judged for disobeying the Law of Moses. 

Go, tell Jeroboam, "Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: Because I exalted you from among 

the people, made you leader over my people Israel, and tore the kingdom away from the house 

of David to give it to you; yet you have not been like my servant David, who kept my 

commandments and followed me with all his heart, doing only that which was right in my sight" 

(1 Kings 14:7,8). 

Jehoshaphat was blessed for keeping God's Law. 

They taught in Judah, having the book of the law of the LORD with them; they went around 

through all the cities of Judah and taught among the people. The fear of the LORD fell on all the 

kingdoms of the lands around Judah, and they did not make war against Jehoshaphat (2 

Chronicles 17:9). 

Hezekiah was blessed for obeying God's commandments. 

He held fast to the LORD and did not cease to follow him; he kept the commands the LORD had 

given Moses (2 Kings 18:6). 

Josiah was a good king faithful to the Law of Moses. 

Neither before nor after Josiah was there a king like him who turned to the LORD as he did - 

with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his strength, in accordance with all the Law of 

Moses (2 Kings 23:25). 
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The actions of all of these kings were evaluated by how they obeyed the Law of Moses. 

3.1.9 The Babylonian Captivity was based upon disobedience to the Law of Moses 

The Babylonian captivity was a result of the disobedience of the children of Israel to the Law of 

Moses - specifically they started worshipping idols. 

All this took place because the Israelites had sinned against the LORD their God, who had 

brought them up out of Egypt from under the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. They worshiped 

other gods and followed the practices of the nations the LORD had driven out before them, as 

well as the practices that the kings of Israel had introduced (2 Kings 17:7,8). 

Daniel confessed. 

All Israel has transgressed your law and turned aside, refusing to obey your voice. So the curse 

and the oath written in the law of Moses, the servant of God, have been poured out upon us, 

because we have sinned against you (Daniel 9:11). 

3.1.10 The people obeyed the Law of Moses after the Babylonian Captivity 

 

After the captivity the people began to obey the Law of Moses again. 

Then Jeshua son of Jozadak and his fellow priests and Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel and his 

associates began to build the altar of the God of Israel to sacrifice burnt offerings on it, in 

accordance with what is written in the Law of Moses the man of God (Ezra 3:2). 

3.1.11 The Law was read aloud to the people 

After the return from the Babylonian captivity, Ezra read the Book of the Law to people. 

He read from it before the square which was in front of the Water Gate from early morning 

until midday, in the presence of men and women, those who could understand; and all the 

people were attentive to the book of the law (Nehemiah 8:3). 

It then says. 

So they read from the book, from the law of God, with interpretation. They gave the sense, so 

that the people understood the reading (Nehemiah 8:8). 

3.1.12 The Lord promised not to remove them again 

 

If they obeyed His commandments the Lord promised never to remove them from the land 

again. 
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I will never again remove the feet of Israel from the land that I appointed for your ancestors, if 

only they will be careful to do all that I have commanded them, all the law, the statutes, and 

the ordinances given through Moses (2 Chronicles 33:8). 

3.1.13 The Law of Moses was clearly an authoritative work 

These passages make it clear that the Law of Moses was considered the authoritative Word of 

God to the people of Israel. They were expected to obey the commandments contained within 

the Law. If they did not obey, then they would be subject to the punishment of God. The entire 

history of the nation of Israel is based upon its obedience or disobedience to the Law of Moses. 

However the Law of Moses was not the end of God's revelation to Israel. 

3.1.14 Other divine writings were to be expected 

We do find that other divine writings, apart from the Law of Moses, were to be expected. First, 

there was nothing final about the Law of Moses. There is no hint in the Law that it was to be the 

only written revelation from God. 

Second, the Lord promised to raise up prophets after Moses. It would only be natural to assume 

that some of the words of the prophets would also be committed to writing. 

In addition, the Law of Moses was incomplete. There were predictions made of things to come. 

God's promises needed to be fulfilled and recorded. All of this anticipates further Scripture. 

3.2 The Writings After Moses 

While it is clear that the five books of Moses were regarded as divine throughout the entire Old 

Testament period, the situation is less clear for the other books. The Old Testament provides 

very little in the way of information about the collection of other divinely authoritative books. 

3.2.1 The gift of prophecy continued after Moses 

Following Moses, God raised up the institution of prophecy to continue revealing Himself to His 

people. Moses promised that this would happen. 

The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own people; you 

shall heed such a prophet. This is what you requested of the LORD your God at Horeb on the 

day of the assembly when you said: "If I hear the voice of the LORD my God any more, or ever 

again see this great fire, I will die." Then the LORD replied to me: "They are right in what they 

have said. I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their own people; I will put my 

words in the mouth of the prophet who shall speak to them everything that I command. 
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Anyone who does not heed the words that the prophet shall speak in my name, I myself will 

hold accountable" (Deuteronomy 18:15-19). 

While divine revelation did not end with Moses the process of the acceptance of canonical 

works after Moses is not quite as obvious. However there are a number of things that we can 

learn. 

3.2.2 Joshua 

Joshua, who was the successor of Moses, continued to receive and write authoritative truth 

from the Lord. The Book of Joshua says. 

So Joshua made a covenant with the people that day, and made statutes and ordinances for 

them at Shechem. And Joshua recorded these things in the Book of the Law of God. Then he 

took a large stone and set it up there under the oak near the holy place of the LORD (Joshua 

24:25,26). 

Joshua's writings were placed in the very Book of the Law that Moses wrote. His work would 

have been immediately accepted with the same authority as Moses' writings. 

These sacred writings were kept at the sanctuary at Shechem. This practice, of placing holy 

records in the sanctuary, was done by many other nations of antiquity. This is another 

indication that Joshua, like Moses, was regarded as having written Holy Scripture. 

3.2.3 Samuel 

We are told that Samuel wrote down the regulations, put them on a scroll, and kept it in the 

sanctuary. 

Samuel explained to the people the regulations of the kingship. He wrote them down on a scroll 

and deposited it before the LORD. Then Samuel dismissed the people, each to his own home (1 

Samuel 10:25). 

Since his writings would have been placed with those of Moses and Joshua, they would have 

immediately been accepted as Holy Scripture 

3.2.4 Kings 

The Chronicler mentions that the annals of Jehu were written the Book of First Kings. 

The other events of Jehoshaphat's reign, from beginning to end, are written in the annals of 

Jehu son of Hanani, which are recorded in the book of the kings of Israel (2 Chronicles 20:34). 
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The Book of First Kings says that Jehu was prophet. 

Moreover, the word of the LORD came through the prophet Jehu son of Hanani to Baasha and 

his house, because of all the evil he had done in the eyes of the LORD, provoking him to anger 

by the things he did, and becoming like the house of Jeroboam - and also because he destroyed 

it (1 Kings 16:7). 

Therefore, at least part of the Book of Kings (First and Second Kings) was written by one who 

had the prophetic gift. 

3.2.5 Isaiah 

Isaiah the prophet was told by the Lord to write words on a scroll. 

The LORD said to me, "Take a large scroll and write on it with an ordinary pen: Maher-Shalal-

Hash-Baz" (Isaiah 8:1). 

These words were to be preserved as a memorial for the future. 

Go now, write it on a tablet for them, inscribe it on a scroll, that for the days to come it may be 

an everlasting witness (Isaiah 30:8). 

3.2.6 Ezekiel 

We also find the Lord telling the prophet Ezekiel to write certain things down. 

And if they are ashamed of all they have done, make known to them the design of the temple - 

its arrangement, its exits and entrances - its whole design and all its regulations and laws. Write 

these down before them so that they may be faithful to its design and follow all its regulations 

(Ezekiel 43:11). 

3.2.7 Jeremiah 

God told Jeremiah the prophet to write down words in a book. 

This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD: "This is what the LORD, the God of 

Israel, says: 'Write in a book all the words I have spoken to you'" (Jeremiah 30:1,2). 

3.2.9 Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi 

The end of the Old Testament came at the time of the prophets Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. 

Malachi wrote approximately 400 B.C. The last books of history were Ezra, Nehemiah, and 
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Esther. The events that were contained in the Book of Esther were written basically in the same 

time period as Malachi. Their writings would have completed the Old Testament canon. 

3.2.10 Only a few other authoritative writings are referred to 

Apart from the five Books of Moses, mainly the authors themselves acknowledge the divine 

inspiration of their own works. There are, however, a few references of one prophet 

acknowledging another prophet or one writer acknowledging other books. In one example, 

Isaiah wrote of "the Book of the Lord." 

Seek and read from the book of the LORD: Not one of these shall be missing; none shall be 

without its mate. For the mouth of the LORD has commanded, and his Spirit has gathered them 

(Isaiah 34:16). 

The contents of this book are not identified. 

Daniel Spoke Of The Books 

Daniel spoke of the "books." 

In the first year of his reign, I, Daniel, perceived in the books the number of years that, 

according to the word of the LORD to the prophet Jeremiah, must be fulfilled for the 

devastation of Jerusalem, namely, seventy years (Daniel 9:2). 

This is the earliest reference we have to a collection of "sacred books." However nothing is said 

as to what books were in the collection or how many there were. 

The Chronicler notes the writings of the prophet Isaiah. 

The other events of Uzziah's reign, from beginning to end, are recorded by the prophet Isaiah 

son of Amoz (2 Chronicles 26:22). 

3.2.11 The Psalms were written over time 

The Book of Psalms was not all composed at once or by one person. We read about the end of 

the psalms of David. 

This concludes the prayers of David son of Jesse (Psalm 72:20). 

Therefore the psalms of David make up only a part of the Book of Psalms. 

The Proverbs Of Solomon Were Collected And Edited 

The Bible says that the proverbs of Solomon were collected and copied by the men of Hezekiah. 
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These are more proverbs of Solomon, copied by the men of Hezekiah king of Judah (Proverbs 

25:1). 

This is another indication of the process of the composition the Old Testament books. 

3.3 Earlier prophets were quoted as authoritative by later prophets 

Those who came later quoted the earlier prophets as authoritative. In the Book of Jeremiah it 

says. 

Some of the elders of the land stepped forward and said to the entire assembly of people, 

"Micah of Moresheth prophesied in the days of Hezekiah king of Judah. He told all the people of 

Judah, `This is what the LORD Almighty says . . . There was another man prophesying in the 

name of the LORD, Uriah son of Shemaiah from Kiriath-jearim. He prophesied against this city 

and against this land in words exactly like those of Jeremiah. (Jeremiah 26:17,18, 20). 

We have a number of references in Zechariah to the former prophets. 

Do not be like your ancestors, to whom the former prophets proclaimed, "Thus says the LORD 

of hosts, Return from your evil ways and from your evil deeds." But they did not hear or heed 

me, says the LORD. Your ancestors, where are they? And the prophets, do they live forever? But 

my words and my statutes, which I commanded my servants the prophets, did they not 

overtake your ancestors? So they repented and said, "The LORD of hosts has dealt with us 

according to our ways and deeds, just as he planned to do" (Zechariah 1:4-6). 

Zechariah also wrote. 

Were not these the words that the LORD proclaimed by the former prophets, when Jerusalem 

was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and when the Negeb and the 

Shephelah were inhabited? (Zechariah 7:7). 

He then said. 

They made their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the LORD of 

hosts had sent by his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the 

LORD of hosts (Zechariah 7:12). 

3.4 The books were recognized individually and in groups 

The books after Moses were written by a number of different people during a one thousand 

year period. Most likely, they were individually recognized as being canonical. When the 

recognition that the prophetic gift had been removed from the nation (about 400 B.C.) these 
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writings were then put into clearly defined divisions. The Old Testament Scripture Was Probably 

Collected By Ezra 

One of the most likely solutions with respect to the collection of the Old Testament canon has 

to do with Ezra and the men of the Great Synagogue. In the Talmud, an ancient collection of 

Jewish traditions, there is a consistent theme of Ezra and the men of the Great Synagogue were 

the ones who collected the sacred writings. In these traditions, Ezra is given a position second 

only to Moses. For example we read. 

Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi received it [the tradition of Moses] from the prophets. The men 

of the Great Synagogue received it from Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi (Aboth of Rabbi Nathan 

1.3). 

Story Of The Ezra Legend (written c.a. A.D. 100) 

There is also what is known as the Ezra legend. It says that for forty days, under divine 

inspiration, Ezra dictated to five scribes the twenty-four books of the Old Testament as well as 

seventy other books that were not to be made public at that time. 

So during the forty days, ninety-four books were written. And when the forty days were ended, 

the Most High spoke to me, saying, "Make public the twenty-four books that you wrote first, 

and let the worthy and the unworthy read them; but keep the seventy that were written last, in 

order to give them to the wise among your people. For in them is the spring of understanding, 

the fountain of wisdom, and the river of knowledge." And I did so. Five thousand years and 

three months and twelve days after creation. At that time Ezra was caught up, and taken to the 

place of those who are like him, after he had written all these things. And he was called the 

scribe of the knowledge of the Most High for ever and ever (2 Esdras 14:44-48). 

The twenty-four books that 2 Esdras mentions are the Hebrew Scriptures. While all the details 

of this account cannot be taken seriously, there is some reason as to why this tradition exists. 

Therefore it seems fair to conclude that Ezra was responsible for collecting the sacred writings. 

Antiochus IV destroyed copies of Scripture (Second Century B.C.) 

In the second century B.C., the Syrian ruler Antiochus IV destroyed many copies of the 

Scriptures. He declared that those who possessed a copy would be punished by death. We read 

in First Maccabees. 

The books of the law that they found they tore to pieces and burned with fire. Anyone found 

possessing the book of the covenant, or anyone who adhered to the law, was condemned to 

death by decree of the king (1 Maccabees 1:56,57). 
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Judas Maccabaeus collected the sacred books (Second Century B.C.) 

After defeating Antiochus IV, Judas Maccabaeus collected the sacred books. 

The same things are reported in the records and in the memoirs of Nehemiah, and also that he 

founded a library and collected the books about the kings and prophets, and the writings of 

David, and letters of kings about votive offerings. In the same way Judas also collected all the 

books that had been lost on account of the war that had come upon us, and they are in our 

possession (2 Maccabees 2:13,14). 

The fact that he collected the sacred books shows that there were a number of books that were 

considered holy. We are told specifically about the memoirs of Nehemiah, books about the 

kings and prophets, the writings of David, and the letters of kings. 

The sacred writings were normally stored in the Temple  

First century writer Flavius Josephus tells us that the sacred writings were kept in the temple in 

Jerusalem before its destruction in A.D. 70. This is consistent with the recorded episode of 

Hilkiah discovering the Book of the Law in the temple during the reign of King Josiah (630 B.C.). 

When all the evidence is considered we have a consistent testimony to the existence of sacred 

writings from the time of Moses until the time that the second temple was destroyed in the 

year A.D. 70. 

3.5 Summary 

Within the Old Testament itself we find that the Law of Moses was accepted as authoritative 

Scripture. In the same way, God sent prophets and wise men after Moses. Their writings were 

accepted with the same respect as Moses-they were received as the Word of God. Therefore 

within the pages of the Old Testament we find the idea of an authoritative group of writings. 

From the earliest times we find that the writings of Moses, Joshua, and Samuel were 

immediately accepted as Holy Scripture. Samuel was the author First and Second Samuel. He 

may also have written Judges and Ruth. 

The collection of sacred writings that make up our present Old Testament grew over the period 

of Israel's history. Even before the Old Testament books were placed in a canon these sacred 

writings were considered important. From the beginning, the words contained in these books 

were understood as being the words of the Lord. The first person to speak of a collection was 

Daniel the Prophet. However the Old Testament itself does not give us any indication as to the 

extent of the canon. This would come later. The one who first collected all of the Old Testament 

writings was probably Ezra. Finally, from first century author Flavius Josephus we discover that 
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the sacred writings were kept in the temple before it was destroyed in A.D. 70. Therefore we 

have a continuous testimony about the Old Testament canon from the time of Moses until the 

destruction of the second temple in A.D. 70. 
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4. In Brief: How We Got our Old Testament 

By Dr. Bruce Waltke (http://www.christianitytoday.com/history/issues/issue-43/how-we-got-

our-old-testament.html ) 

The process was long and complex, and the result is still a matter of dispute. In the late 100s, 

Bishop Melito of Sardis (in modern Turkey) was pressed by a friend to obtain “an accurate 

statement of the ancient books as regards their number and their order.” Melito did, and as a 

result, gave a now-famous list of the Old Testament books. Except for its lack of Esther, this list 

matches today’s Jewish and Protestant Old Testament. 

But how was this Old Testament canon—the recognized, authoritative writings—formed? 

4.1 Four Stages 

According to the legend of 2 Esdras 14:37–47 (written about a.d. 100), God commanded Ezra to 
drink a potent cup. “Thereupon, my heart poured forth understanding. And the Most High gave 
understanding to the five men [with me], and by turns they wrote what was dictated, in 
characters they did not know. … ” After forty days were up, God told Ezra to make these now 
sacred books public. 

On firmer history, however, professors LaSor, Hubbard, and Bush (of Fuller Theological 
Seminary) distinguish four stages in the development of the Old Testament canon, slightly 
modified here: 

4.1.1 Speeches and sayings 

God wrote the Ten Commandments in stone (Deut. 5:22). Moses put the Book of the Covenant, 
including the Ten Commandments (Ex. 20:1 through 23:33), into writing, and the people agreed 
to obey it (24:3–8). Other books began as speeches or sayings that were recognized by people as 
authoritative. For example, the oracle preserved in Micah 3:9–12 originally had caused King 
Hezekiah to repent (Jer. 26:17–19). Most of the books of the Old Testament are anthologies of 
authoritative utterances. 

4.1.2 Individual books 

The Book of the Covenant became part of the Book of Exodus and immediately was accepted as 
the Word of God through Moses. Regarding Deuteronomy, Moses commanded, “Take this Book 
of the Law and place it beside the ark of the covenant. … There it will remain as a witness 
against you” (Deut. 31:24–26). 

This book was later transferred to Solomon’s temple and endured decades of neglect. In 625 b.c., 
those repairing the temple rediscovered it; after hearing it read, King Josiah and all the people 
repented (2 Kings 22–23). 
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Sometimes books were later expanded by new utterances or writing—the obituary of Moses was 
certainly added to Deuteronomy, for instance. 

Because of these additions, some books have come down to us in two forms. There is, for 
instance, both a short form of Jeremiah, preserved in the Greek translation, the Septuagint, and a 
long form, preserved in the received Hebrew text. There are also two editions of Ezekiel, 
Proverbs, and portions of other Old Testament books. (English Bibles, though, follow the 
Hebrew text.) 

4.1.3 Collection of books 

The five books of Moses—the “Book of the Law”—were probably edited right through the time 
of Ezra–Nehemiah (ca. 400 b.c.). During the exile (587–539 b.c.), Deuteronomy through 2 Kings 
(less Ruth) were added. 

Daniel 9:2 cites Jeremiah as “in the books,” meaning the collection of sacred writings later called 
“The Prophets,” not those writings contained in the Law (Genesis through Deuteronomy). 

Psalms consists of five books of collected psalms. Books I (Psalms 1–41) and II (42–72) 
represent an early collection and conclude, “The prayers of David son of Jesse are ended.” 
During the Exile, Book III (73–89) was added. After the Exile, the last section of the Psalter was 
added and divided into two books, IV (90–106) and V (107–150)—almost certainly to resemble 
the five books of Moses. 

4.1.4 A fixed canon 

After the Antiochene persecution (about 164 b.c.), probably Judas Maccabeus and his associates 
fixed the canonical books into three divisions: the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. Jesus 
refers to this division in Luke 24:44. 

After the canon was fixed, some rabbis wondered about the canonicity of certain books: Ezekiel, 
because his temple contradicted the one described in the Pentateuch; Proverbs, because 26:4 and 
5 contradict one another; Ecclesiastes, because it seems unorthodox; Song of Solomon and 
Esther, because they omit the name of God (unless it is concealed in Song 8:6). Still, each found 
a defender. 

This, then, is the canon the Christian church was born with. Jesus and his apostles assumed it. 

4.2 Today’s Old Testaments 

Early church fathers, however, began quoting other Jewish books as canonical. Polycarp, for 
instance, in about a.d. 135, quotes Tobit as Scripture. This happened because many of the fathers 
relied on the Greek Septuagint translation of the Old Testament which contained a number of 
extra books. These extra books continued to be debated through the Middle Ages. 
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Since the Reformation, Protestants have considered these books “apocrypha,” as having no 
sacred authority. Roman Catholics call them “deutero-canonical,” meaning they were added to 
the canon after the other books—officially at the Council of Trent (1546). 

In today’s English Bibles, the Old Testament is arranged in four sections: law, history, lyrical 
books and wisdom books, and the prophets. This standard Christian arrangement goes back, via 
the Latin Bible, to the Greek Septuagint and was the arrangement used by Melito. 

4.3 Summary: Development of the Old Testament Canon  

4.3.1 The Canon of the Hebrew Bible 

A. The twenty four books recognized as canonical: These twenty-four books correspond exactly 
to the books in our English Protestant Bibles which numbers thirty-nine. The difference is in the 
enumeration of the books. 
  
1. The Law (5) Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. 
  
2. The Prophets (8) Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the Twelve. 
  
3. The Writings (11) Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, 
Esther, Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles. 
  
B. Origin of three-section division: The division of the Hebrew Bible into three sections (not four 
or five, as in Greek, Latin, and English translations), known as the Law, the Prophets, and the 
Writings, can be traced back to the second century B. C., when it is three times referred to in the 
prologue of Sirach, added by the Greek translator of the book in about 130 B. C. (Roger T. 
Beckwith, “Canon of the Hebrew Bible and the Old Testament,” in The Oxford Companion To 

The Bible, pp. 100-101). Jesus referred to this division in Luke 24:44 when He said “the Law of 
Moses and the Prophets and Psalms must be fulfilled.” 

4.3.2 The growth and formation of the OT canon 

A. Progressive collection of OT prophetic books (as recorded in the OT): From the beginning, the 
inspired writings of the Old Testament were collected by the Jews and revered as sacred and 
divinely authoritative. 
  
1. Moses put the Book of the Covenant, including the Ten Commandments (Ex. 20:1—23:33), 
into writing and the people agreed to obey it (Ex. 24:3-8). The Book of the Covenant became part 
of the Book of Exodus and immediately was accepted at the Word of God. 
  
2. The Book of Deuteronomy was immediately stored by the Ark in the Tabernacle after Moses 
wrote it (Deut. 31:24-26). Later it, with the rest of the Law of Moses, was moved to the Temple (2 
Kings 22:8). 
  
3. Joshua added his words and set them up in the sanctuary of the Lord (Josh. 24:26).  
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4. Daniel refers to “the books” which contained the “law of Moses” and the prophets (Dan. 9:2, 6, 
11). 
  
B. Later OT books quote earlier OT books as authoritative: 
  
1. The books of Moses, which were immediately recognized as canonical, are cited throughout the 
Old Testament from Joshua (1:7) to Malachi (4:4). 
  
2. The events of Joshua are referred to in Judges (1:1, 20-21; 2:8).  
 
3. The books of Kings cites the life of David as told in the books of Samuel (1 Kings 3:14; 5:7; 
8:16; 9:5). 
  
4. Chronicles reviews Israel’s history from Genesis through Kings including material from Ruth 
(1 Chronicles 2:12-13). 
  
5. The ninth chapter of Nehemiah reviews Israel’s history as recorded from Genesis through Ezra. 
  
6. 1 Kings 4:32 refers to Solomon’s proverbs and songs. 
  
7. Daniel cites Jeremiah 25 (Daniel 9:2). 
  
8. Jonah recites parts from the Psalms (Jonah 2). 
  
9. Ezekiel mentions both Job and Daniel (Ezekiel 14:14, 20). 
  
NOTE: “Not every book is cited by a later one, however; but enough are cited to demonstrate that 
there was a growing collection of divinely authoritative books available to and quoted by 
subsequent prophets.” (Norman L. Geisler and William E. Nix, From God to Us, Chicago: Moody, 
1974. p. 81). 
  
C. Prophetic continuity: A prophetic chain links the books of the Old Testament together. 
  
1. Moses wrote the Pentateuch 
  
2. Joshua, the author, of Joshua and perhaps the very end of Deuteronomy (which records Moses’ 
death), took over for Moses in writing inspired Scripture. 
  
3. Samuel wrote of the history of David (1 Chron. 29:29). 
  
4. Nathan, Ahijah and Iddo wrote of the history of Solomon (2 Chron. 9:29). 
  
5. Shemaiah and Iddo wrote of the history of Rehoboam (2 Chron. 12:15). 
  
6. Iddo wrote of the history of Abijah (2 Chron. 13:22). 
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7. Jehu wrote about Jehoshaphat’s reign (2 Chron. 20:34). 
  
8. Isaiah wrote of Hezekiah’s reign (2 Chron. 32:32). 
  
9. Unnamed prophets wrote about Manasseh’s reign (2 Chron. 33:19). 
  
10. Jeremiah wrote just prior to and during the Babylonian exile. 
  
11. Daniel and Ezekiel continued the prophetic ministry during the exile. 
  
12. Ezra, after the exile, returned from Babylon with the books of Moses and the prophets. (Ezra 
6:18; Neh. 9:14, 26-30). . 13. Nehemiah completed the chronology of OT prophetic continuity. 
  
NOTE: “Each prophet from Moses through Nehemiah contributed to the growing collection which 
was preserved by the official prophetic community stemming from Samuel.” (Geisler and 
Nix, How We Got Our Bible, p. 83). 

4.3.3 Factors contributing to the recognition of certain books as canonical 

A. Tradition: The well-established tradition that many of the books came from Moses or one of 
the other acknowledged prophets. 
  
B. Spiritual authority of the books themselves — as they were used in public or private reading 
and in exposition. 
  
C. Recognition in the Temple as sacred 
  
D. Conviction of leaders and people: The opinions of religious leaders and common convictions 
of the people about the books were considered. 
  
E. Jesus and the Apostles “For Christians, there was the additional consideration that Jesus himself 
and his apostles, in the pages of the New Testament, often refer to the Jewish scriptures in general, 
and to many of the individual books as having the authority of God” (Beckwith, p. 100). 

4.3.4 End of the OT canonical era 

Malachi, the last Old Testament book, was written around 430 B. C. The Old Testament canon 
era, then, as determined by God, lasted from 1445 B. C. to 430 B. C.  (See Time Period of the 

Bible chart on page 13.). Evidences that the OT canon ceased at the time of Malachi include: 
  
A. Josephus: According to the Jewish historian, Josephus (A. D. 37-95), the Hebrew OT was 
complete and no more canonical writings were composed after the reign of Artaxerxes (464—
424 B. C.) (The time of Malachi.): 
  
“From Artaxerxes (the successor of Xerxes) until our time everything has been recorded, but has 
not been deemed worthy of like credit with what preceded, because the exact succession of the 
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prophets ceased. . . . For though so long a time has now passed, no one has dared to add anything 
to them, or to take anything from them, or to alter anything in them” (Josephus, Against Apion I. 
8.). 
  
NOTE: Some critics claim that portions of Scripture such as Daniel, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon 
and many of the Psalms were compiled many years after Malachi. According to Josephus, though, 
no additional material was ever included in the canonical twenty-two books during the centuries 
between 425 BC and AD 90. This presents a problem to those who challenge the traditional 
authorship of these books (Archer, p. 73). 
  
B. The Talmud: The Jewish Talmud states, “After the latter prophets Haggai, Zechariah, and 
Malachi, the Holy Spirit departed from Israel.” 
  
C. New Testament: The New Testament never quotes any OT book as authoritative after the time 
of Malachi. 

4.3.5 Recognition of the Old Testament as completed canon  

When were all the books of our Old Testament canon recognized as canonical? 
  
A. New Testament: “Good evidence exists in the New Testament which shows that by the time of 
Jesus the canon of the Old Covenant had been fixed” (Lightfoot, p. 106). 
  
1. Luke 24:44 The canonical writings, according to Jesus, are composed of the Law of Moses, the 
Prophets and the Psalms. This threefold division is equivalent to the three divisions of the Hebrew 
scriptures—the Law, the Prophets and the Writings. 
  
2. Martyrs of the Old Testament Jesus once spoke of the time “from the blood of Abel to the blood 
of Zachariah” (Luke 11:51; cf. Matt. 23:35) when referring to the martyrs of the Old 
Testament.  The first martyr of the Old Testament was Abel and the last martyr was Zachariah (cf. 
2 Chron. 24:20-21). Since Chronicles is the last book in the Hebrew Bible, Jesus was making a 
comprehensive statement covering the known Old Testament (Genesis—Chronicles). 
  
B. Josephus (A. D. 37-95): Josephus, in his Against Apion stated, “We have not tens of thousands 
of books, discordant and conflicting, but only twenty-two containing the record of all time, which 
have been justly believed to be divine.” (I. 8). (NOTE: “It is the opinion of most scholars that 
Josephus in deriving his number of twenty-two books joined Ruth to Judges and Lamentations to 
Jeremiah; and remembering that the Jews enumerated their books differently. . . the twenty-two 
books mentioned by Josephus equal our present thirty-nine books” (Lightfoot, p. 108)). 
  
ALSO: “It is unlikely that Josephus’s classification of the books was his own; he probably 
reproduces a tradition with which he had been familiar for a long time, having learned it either in 
the priestly circle into which he was born or among the Pharisees with whose party he associated 
himself as a young man” (Bruce, The Canon of Scripture, pp. 33-34). 
  
C. Council of Jamnia (A. D. 90): This council met to discuss the canonicity of Proverbs, 
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Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon and Esther. Some have said that this council determined the limits 
of the Old Testament canon, and thus, the Old Testament canon was not finalized until A. D. 
90.  But as Bruce says, “The upshot of the Jamnia debates was the firm acknowledgment of all 
these books as Holy Scripture.” And after warning us not to “exaggerate the importance of the 
Jamnia debate” he said, “The books which they decided to acknowledge as canonical were already 
generally accepted, although questions had been raised about them” (Bruce, The Books and the 

Parchments, pp. 97-98). Thus, the Council of Jamnia did not include any knew books as canonical, 
it simply reaffirmed those books already considered canonical.   
  
D. Bishop Melito of Sardis (A. D. 170): “Bishop Melito of Sardis (in modern Turkey) was pressed 
by a friend to obtain ‘an accurate statement of the ancient books as regards their number and their 
order.’ Melito did, and as a result, gave a now famous list of the Old Testament books. Except for 
its lack of Esther, this list matches today’s Jewish and Protestant Old Testament” (Bruce Waltke 
in “How We Got Our Old Testament,” in Christian History, issue 43, Vol. XIII, No. 3, p. 32). 
 
E. Early church fathers: 
  
1. Third century A. D. In the third century A. D. , Origen confirmed the testimony of Josephus on 
the number of books in the Hebrew canon. The books Origen listed correspond to the thirty-nine 
books of the Protestant Old Testament. 
  
2. Fourth century A. D. “In the fourth century eight prominent Church fathers, Athanasius of 
Alexandria, Cyril of Jerusalem, Epiphanius of Cyprus, Amphilocius of Asia Minor, and Gregory 
Nazianzus of Cappadocia, Hilary of France, Rufinus of Italy, and Jerome have left us lists all of 
which agree with the Hebrew canon except for very minor variations. . .” (R. Laird 
Harris, Inspiration and Canonicity of the Bible, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1957, p. 189). 
  
F. Conclusion The “evidence implies that by the beginning of the Christian era the identity of all 
the canonical books was well known and generally accepted” (Roger T. Beckwith, “The Canon of 
the Old Testament,” in The Origin of the Bible, p. 61.). 

4.3.6 Old Testament Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha 

I. The issue: Many books were written during the Old Testament era. Which ones are canon and 
which ones are not? How do we classify the many writings of the Old Testament era? 

  
II. Old Testament arrangement overview: Not all books written during the Old Testament era 
are Scripture. How are the different books classified? They can be classified into four categories. 
  
A. Homologoumena — Books accepted by all 
  
B. Antilegomena — Books disputed by some 
  
C. Pseudepigrapha — Books rejected by all 
  
D. Apocrypha — Books accepted by some 
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III. The Homologoumena (Books accepted by all) 
  
A. Nature “The Homologoumena are books which once they were accepted into the canon were 
not subsequently questioned or disputed. They were recognized not only by early generations but 
by succeeding generations as well” (Geisler and Nix, p. 257). 
  
B. Number The Homologoumena comprise thirty-four of the thirty-nine books in the Protestant 
Old Testament. The only books that are not part of the Homologoumena in the Protestant Old 
Testament are Song of Solomon, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Ezekiel and Proverbs. 
  
IV. The Antilegomena (Books disputed by some) 
  
A. Nature: The Antilegomena are the several books that were initially and ultimately considered 
canonical but were, at one time, disputed by some of the Jewish community. 
  
B. Number: Five canonical books of the Old Testament fall into this category. 
  
1. Song of Solomon The school of Shammai (first. cent. A. D.), as well as some others, expressed 
doubt about the canonicity of the Song of Solomon. The basic reason was that the book seemed 
sensual to some. The view of Rabbi Akiba ben Joseph (c. A. D. 50—132), however, prevailed as 
is evidenced in his statement, “God forbid!—No man in Israel ever disputed about the Song of 
Songs that it does not render the hands unclean [i. e. is not canonical]” (Geisler and Nix, p. 259). 
  
2. Ecclesiastes One of the main objections to Ecclesiastes was that it was skeptical and that its talk 
of life being “vanity” was not fitting of Holy Scripture. This doubt about the book, however, is 
more of an interpretive issue than one concerning inspiration. The thrust of the book is that life 
lived apart from God is vanity. That is why at the conclusion of the book, Solomon can say, “Fear 
God and keep His commandments. . . for God will bring every act to judgment” (Eccl. 12:13-14). 
As with the other Antilegomena, this book, too, was accepted as canon. 
  
3. Esther Esther was doubted by some because the name of God is absent from the book. People 
wondered how a book that did not mention God could be inspired. God’s sovereignty and 
providence, however, is prevalent throughout the book as He protected His people from 
extermination. Josephus and the Mishnah cite Esther as Scripture. 
  
4. Ezekiel “This book was questioned by some because of its apparent anti-Mosaical teachings. 
The school of Shammai thought that the teaching of the book was not in harmony with the Mosaic 
law, and that the first ten chapters exhibited a tendency toward gnosticism” (Geisler and Nix, p. 
261). However, no specific examples have been given to show that Ezekiel contradicts the Mosaic 
Law or that its chapters tend toward gnosticism. As Beckwith has observed, “evidence in favour 
of the canonicity of Ezekiel is so ample and so early that the book is something of an 
embarrassment to those who hold the common view about the date of the closing of the canon.” 
(Roger Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon in the New Testament Church and Its Background in 

Early Judaism, p. 86). 
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5. Proverbs Some claimed that Proverbs was not inspired because it supposedly contradicts itself 
(see Proverbs 26:4-5). Many rabbis, though, claimed that when interpreted correctly, Proverbs did 
not contradict itself. Support for Proverbs from the Pharisaic, Essene and Christian community 
strongly vouch for its canonicity. 
  
V. The Pseudepigrapha (Books rejected by all) 
  
A. Nature: The term pseudepigrapha means writings attributed to fictitious authors. The 
Pseudepigrapha are books that are clearly spurious and inauthentic. Many of these works claim to 
have been written by biblical authors, but in reality were written between 200 B. C. and A. D. 
200.  Most of these books are made up of dreams, visions and revelations in the apocalyptic style 
of Ezekiel, Daniel and Zechariah (Geisler and Nix, pp. 262-63). 
  
B. Number: The actual number of Pseudepigrapha books is unknown. According to Bruce 
Metzger, “The number of Jewish and Jewish-Christian pseudepigraphic writings must once have 
been great. Jewish legend ascribes to Enoch no fewer than 366 such works, and 2 Esdras (14:46) 
tells of 70 secret books that are discriminated from the 24 canonical ones.” Some researchers of 
the Pseudepigrapha have listed more than 200  pseudepigrapha titles—many of these no longer 
extant. (Bruce M. Metzger, “The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha” in Expositor’s Bible 

Commentary, p. 170 fn. 3). For our purposes, 18 are worthy of mention. (List taken from Geisler 
and Nix, p. 263.). 
  
1. The Book of Jubilee (Legendary) A midrashic expansion of biblical history from Creation to 
the First Passover. 
  
2. The Letter of Aristeas (Legendary) Supposedly an eyewitness account of the translation of the 
Old Testament into Greek by seventy-two elders at the instruction of Eleazar the high priest. 
Scholars say this book was written between 200 B. C. and A. D. 33. 
  
3. The Book of Adam and Eve (Legendary) 
  
4. The Martyrdom of Isaiah (Legendary) 
  
5. 1 Enoch (Apocalyptic) This book is cited in Jude 1:14-15 and is the longest of the surviving 
Jewish pseudepigraphic writings. It is a composite work, written by various authors in Aramaic 
during the last two centuries B. C. “Professing to embody a series of revelations granted to Enoch, 
the seventh from Adam, the anonymous authors discuss such matters as the origin of evil, the 
angels and their destinies, the nature of Gehenna and Paradise, and various astronomical and 
cosmological fancies” (Metzger, p. 171). 
  
6. The Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs (Apocalyptic) A work based on Jacob’s words to his 
sons in Genesis 49. 
  
7. The Sibylline Oracle (Apocalyptic) 
  
8. The Assumption of Moses (Apocalyptic) 
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9. 2 Enoch, or The Book of the Secrets of Enoch (Apocalyptic) “The book relates Enoch’s travels 
through the seven heavens and the divine revelations that he received concerning creation, the 
history of the world, hell, and paradise. Its composition is dated by most scholars in the first half 
of the first Christian century” (Metzger, p. 173). 
  
10. 2 Baruch, or The Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch (Apocalyptic) 
  
11. 3 Baruch, or The Greek Apocalypse of Baruch (Apocalyptic) 
  
12. 3 Maccabees (Didactical) This book has nothing to do with the Maccabees but probably 
received its name since it claims to describe events during the Maccabean period. The book 
contains impossibilities and exaggerations and was written shortly before or during the beginning 
of the Christian era. 
  
13. 4 Maccabees (Didactical) This work is a Greek philosophical treatise addressed to Jews on the 
supremacy of reason over the passions (Metzger, p. 172). It was written between 150 B. C. 
and A. D. 70. 
  
14. Pirke Aboth (Didactical) 
  
15. The Story of Ahikar (Didactical) 
  
16. The Psalms of Solomon (Poetical) Eighteen in number, these psalms were composed in the 
middle of the first century B. C. These psalms speak of the coming age when God will send His 
Messiah, of the house of David, to purge Jerusalem, subdue Gentile nations and rule in 
righteousness. 
  
17. Psalm 151 (Poetical) 
  
18. The Fragment of a Zadokite Work (Historical). 
  
VI. The Apocrypha (Books accepted by some) 
  
A. Nature: “The word apocrypha has come into the English language from the Greek and 
basically means hidden. It was used very early in the sense of secretive or concealed, but was also 
used in reference to a book whose origin was doubtful or unknown. Eventually the word took on 
the meaning of non-canonical, and thus for centuries the non-canonical books have been known 
as apocryphal books. Yet in Protestant circles ‘the apocrypha’ is the normal designation for those 
extra books which are found in the Catholic Old Testament” (Lightfoot, p. 115). To 
summarize, Apocrypha can refer to: 
  
1. “Something hard to understand” or “hidden” 
  
2. All noncanonical books: A general designation for all the books (including the pseudepigrapha) 
outside the Hebrew canon. The use of the term “apocrypha” to mean “noncanonical” goes back to 
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the fifth century A. D. with Jerome (R. K. Harrison, “Old Testament and New Testament 
Apocrypha,” in The Origin of the Bible, p. 84). 
  
3. The fifteen works found in the Alexandrian Canon and Septuagint that were not part of the 
Hebrew (Palestinian) Canon: “‘The Apocrypha’ is the designation applied to a collection of 
fourteen or fifteen books (or parts of books) not included in the Masoretic Hebrew Bible, which 
were written during the last two centuries before Christ and the first century of the Christian era” 
(Metzger, p. 161). 
  
4. Old Testament books and additions found in the Catholic Bible that are not found in the 
Protestant Bible (Post-Reformation meaning). 
  
B. Confusion over the Apocrypha: Palestinian or Alexandrian Canon? The confusion over the 
Apocrypha revolves around the two traditions of the Old Testament canon. The Palestinian 

Canon contains the twenty-four books of the Hebrew Bible (thirty-nine in English) while 
the Alexandrian Canon contains the additional fifteen books we call the Apocrypha. (The 
Alexandrian Canon arose in Alexandria, Egypt where the Hebrew Scriptures were translated into 
the Greek Septuagint (LXX)). 
  
C. The fifteen books of the Apocrypha (as noted by the Revised Standard Version (1957)): 
  
1. The First Book of Esdras (150—100 B. C.) (not included in Catholic Bible): This work begins 
with a description of the Passover celebration under King Josiah and relates Jewish history down 
to the reading of the Law in the time of Ezra. It reproduces with little change 2 Chronicles 35:1—
36:21, the book of Ezra and Nehemiah 7:73—8:13a. It also includes the story of three young men, 
in the court of Darius, who held a contest to determine the strongest thing in the world. 1 Esdras 
has legendary accounts which cannot be supported by Ezra, Nehemiah or 2 Chronicles. 
  
2. The Second Book of Esdras (c. A. D. 100) (not included in Catholic Bible): Differs from the 
other fifteen books in that it is an apocalypse. It has seven revelations (3:1—14:48) in which the 
prophet is instructed by the angel Uriel concerning the great mysteries of the moral world. It 
reflects the Jewish despair following the destruction of Jerusalem in A. D. 70. 
  
3. Tobit (c. 200—150 B. C.): The Book of Tobit describes the doings of Tobit, a man from the 
tribe of Naphtali, who was exiled to Ninevah where he zealously continued to observe the Mosaic 
Law. This book is known for its sound moral teaching and promotion of Jewish piety. It is also 
known for its mysticism and promotion of astrology and the teaching of Zoroastrianism (The Bible 

Almanac, eds. Packer, Tenney and White, p. 501). 
  
4. Judith (c. 150 B. C.): Judith is a fictitious story of a Jewish woman who delivers her people. It 
reflects the patriotic mood and religious devotion of the Jews after the Maccabean rebellion. 
  
5. The Additions to the Book of Esther (140-130 B. C.): 107 verses added to the book of Esther 
that were lacking in the original Hebrew form of the book. 
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6. The Wisdom of Solomon (c. 30 B. C.): This work was composed in Greek by an Alexandrian 
Jew who impersonated King Solomon. 
  
7. Ecclesiasticus, or the Wisdom of Jesus the Son of Sirach (c. 180 B. C.): This book is the longest 
and one of the most highly esteemed of the apocryphal books. The author was a Jewish sage named 
Joshua (Jesus, in Greek) who taught young men at an academy in Jerusalem. Around 180 B. C. he 
turned his classroom lectures into two books. This work contains numerous maxims formulated in 
about 1,600 couplets and grouped according to topic (marriage, wealth, the law, etc. . .). 
  
8. Baruch (c. 150-50 B. C.): This book claims to have been written in Babylon by a companion 
and recorder of Jeremiah (Jer. 32:12; 36:4). It is mostly a collection of sentences from Jeremiah, 
Daniel, Isaiah and Job. Most scholars are agreed that it is a composite work put together by two or 
more authors around the first century B. C. 
  
9. The Letter of Jeremiah (c. 300-100 B. C.): This letter claims to be written by the prophet 
Jeremiah at the time of the deportation to Babylon. In it he warns the people about idolatry. 
  
10. The Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Young Men (2nd -1st century B. C.): This 
section is introduced to Daniel in the Catholic Bible after Daniel 3:23 and supposedly gives more 
details of the fiery furnace incident. 
  
11. Susanna (Daniel 13 in the Catholic Bible) (2nd -1st century B. C.): In this account, Daniel 
comes to the rescue of the virtuous Susanna who was wrongly accused of adultery. 
  
12. Bel and the Dragon (Daniel 14 in the Catholic Bible) (c. 100 B. C.): Bel and the Dragon is 
made up of two stories. The first (vv. 1-22) tells of a great statue of Bel (the Babylonian god 
Marduk).  Supposedly this statue of Bel would eat large quantities of food showing that he was a 
living god who deserved worship. Daniel, though, proved it was the priests of Bel who were eating 
the food. As a result, the king put the priests to death and allowed Daniel to destroy Bel and its 
temple. In the second story (vv. 23-42), Daniel, in defiance of the king, refuses to worship a great 
dragon.  Daniel, instead, asks permission to slay the dragon without “sword or club” (v. 26). Given 
permission, Daniel feeds the dragon lumps of indigestible pitch, fat and hair so that the dragon 
bursts open (v. 27). 
  
13. The Prayer of Manasseh (2 nd or 1 st century B. C.) (Not in Catholic Bible): This work is a 
short penitential psalm written by someone who read in 2 Chronicles 33:11-19 that Manasseh, the 
wicked king of Judah, composed a prayer asking God’s forgiveness for his many sins. 
  
14. The First Book of the Maccabees (c. 110 B. C.): “The First Book of Maccabees is a generally 
reliable historical account of the fortunes of Jewish people between 175 and 134 B. C. , relating 
particularly to their struggle with Antiochus IV Epiphanes and his successors. . . . The name of the 
author, a patriotic Jew at Jerusalem is unknown” (Metzger, p. 169). The book derives its name 
from Maccabeus, the surname of a Jew who led the Jews in revolt against Syrian oppression. 
  



82 
 

15. The Second Book of the Maccabees (c. 110-70 B. C.): This book is not a continuation of 1 
Maccabees but an independent work partially covering the period of 175-161 B. C. This book is 
not as historically reliable as 1 Maccabees. 
  
D. Roman Catholic inclusion of the Alexandrian list: Of the fifteen books mentioned in the 
Alexandrian list, twelve were accepted and incorporated into the Roman Catholic Bible. Only 1 
and 2 Esdras and the Prayer of Manasseh were not included. 
  
NOTE: Though twelve of these works are included in the Catholic Douay Bible, only seven 
additional books are listed in the table of contents. The reason is that Baruch and the Letter of 
Jeremiah were combined into one book; the additions of Esther were added to the book of Esther; 
the Prayer of Azariah was inserted between the Hebrew Daniel 3:23 and 24; Susanna was placed 
at the end of the book of Daniel (ch. 13); and Bel and the Dragon was attached to Daniel as chapter 
14. 
 

(http://www.biblebb.com/files/howbible.htm ) 
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5. The Apocryphal Books 

Apocrypha is a Greek word meaning things hidden, and in ancient times this word was applied 
to religious writings esteemed almost as scripture by some, but which were not read to the 
unlearned in public. In modern Protestant usage the word "apocrypha" refers to all those writings 
which have wrongly been regarded as scripture by many in the church. 

5.1 Brief Descriptions of the Apocryphal Books 

First Esdras. This book is someone's attempt to revise the canonical book of Ezra, 
supplementing it with material from the last two chapters of 2 Chronicles and the last two 
chapters of Nehemiah, and with an entertaining tale about three young courtiers who debate the 
question, "What is the strongest thing in the world?" The debate is held before the king of Persia, 
and the winner is to get a prize. The first maintains that it is wine; the second that it is the king 
himself; the third argues with some irony and humor that women are stronger than either wine or 
kings, but that "truth" and "the God of truth" are by far strongest. This last young man turns out 
to be none other than Zerubbabel, who for his prize receives generous help from the king in 
rebuilding Jerusalem. 

Second Esdras. Also called the Ezra Apocalypse. This is a typical Jewish apocalypse, probably 
first written in Greek about A.D. 100. Some hold that it was originally written in Hebrew. It 
appears to be a composite work, compiled of two or three sources. Around A.D. 120 it was 
edited by an unknown Christian, and then translated into Latin. The Christian editor added some 
introductory and closing chapters in which reference is made to Christ, but the original Jewish 
composition was not changed in any important respect. This book was not included in Septuagint 
manuscripts, and so the Greek text has been lost. The most important witness to the original text 
is the Latin version, which was included in medieval manuscripts of the Vulgate. The book 
consists mostly of dialogues between Ezra and angels sent to him to answer his urgent 
theological questions about the problem of evil, and in particular the failures and afflictions of 
Israel. All of this is presented as if written long before by Ezra and hidden away. The book was 
obviously written as an encouragement to the Jews, who had recently suffered the destruction of 
Jerusalem (A.D. 70). It also includes some symbolical prophecies concerning the Roman empire, 
in which Rome is figured as a three-headed eagle that oppresses the world and is finally 
destroyed by a roaring lion (a figure of the Messiah). There is a fantastic story of how the 
Hebrew Scriptures were all destroyed in the Babylonian exile and then perfectly restored by the 
miraculous inspiration of Ezra as he dictated all of the books to five scribes over a period of forty 
days. Along with the canonical books, Ezra dictates 70 secret books that are to be reserved for 
the wise. Second Esdras is presented as being one of these secret books. Martin Luther omitted 
First and Second Esdras from the Apocrypha of his German Bible in 1534, and both books were 
also rejected by the Roman Catholics at the Council of Trent in 1546. Nevertheless, they were 
included in the Apocrypha of the King James version. 

Tobit. This is a didactic and romantic tale written in Aramaic probably around 200 B.C., and 
afterwards translated into Greek. Fragments of the Aramaic text were found among the Dead Sea 
Scrolls. The story is of a Jewish family taken to Nineveh during the Babylonian captivity. Tobit, 
the blind father, sends his son Tobias on a journey to collect a debt. On his way Tobias is led by 
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an angel in disguise (Raphael) to the house of a virgin who had been married seven times, but 
whose husbands were all slain by a demon on their wedding night. Tobias marries the girl and 
drives away the demon by burning the heart of a certain fish in the bedroom, and with the help of 
Raphael. He returns home with the money and his bride, and then heals his father's eyes with the 
fish's gall. The story is sprinkled with pious observations and exhortations, and concludes with 
Tobias' departure from Nineveh, which, after the natural death of Tobit, is destroyed in 
judgment. 

Judith. Written in Hebrew about 150 B.C., and soon translated into Greek. The Hebrew text is 
lost. It is a story about a beautiful young widow named Judith (meaning "Jewess") who saves her 
city from a military siege. She goes out to the enemy commander's camp, allures him, gets him 
drunk, and then cuts off his head while he sleeps in his tent. She returns with his head and shows 
it to her people, exhorting the men to go forth and rout the enemy, which they do. Throughout 
this story she is presented as a woman who is very keen to observe the Law of Moses. 

Additions to Esther. These consist of six long paragraphs inserted in the Septuagint version of 
Esther in several places, and are thought to be the work of an Egyptian Jew writing around 170 
B.C. They are designed to provide the book with a more religious tone, and to make it clear that 
it was for the sake of their piety that the Jews were delivered from the evil designs of the 
Gentiles related in the canonical book. These additions were put at the end of the book by Jerome 
when he made his Latin translation because he accepted only the Hebrew text as canonical. 

Wisdom of Solomon. Sometimes called simply Wisdom. This book is a collection of theological 
and devotional essays first written in Greek by an Alexandrian Jew about 100 B.C., but presented 
in such a way that they seem to be discourses of king Solomon. The author compares Jewish 
religion with Greek philosophy, and shows faith to be the highest form of wisdom. The book is 
edifying and worthy of much respect. It has often been quoted by Christian writers in the past. 

Ecclesiasticus, originally called The Wisdom of Jesus son of Sirach, or simply Sirach. Written 
first in Hebrew about 200 B.C. by a wisdom teacher named Joshua Ben Sirach, and translated 
into Greek by his grandson around 135 B.C. The book consists mainly of proverbs and other 
wise sayings about common life, strung together in short discourses or organized in topical 
sections. It also contains longer discourses about religious life and faith, which are well worth 
reading. It came to be called Ecclesiasticus (the "churchly" book) because in early times it was 
often read in church services, being the most highly regarded of the apocryphal books. This book 
should not be confused with the canonical book of Ecclesiastes. 

Baruch. A composite book of five chapters, in which there are exhortations against association 
with idolatry, celebration of the Law as God's "wisdom," and encouragements and promises to 
faithful Jews, collected together and edited probably about 150 B.C. The material is presented as 
if by Baruch, the disciple of Jeremiah, during the time of the Babylonian exile. 

Epistle of Jeremiah. Often printed as chapter 6 of Baruch, this short work purports to be a letter 
from Jeremiah to the Jews in exile in Babylon, but this is generally regarded as an imposture, or 
a mere literary device used by an author writing around 200 B.C. It is essentially a short tract 
against pagan idolatry, and makes much use of ridicule and sarcasm. 
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Song of the Three Holy Children (including The Prayer of Azariah). An embellishment of the 
ordeal of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego recorded in the canonical book of Daniel, designed 
to be added after verse 23 of the third chapter. It consists of prayers and hymns of the sort which 
might have been offered to God by the three while in the furnace. 

The Story of Susanna. A short story about how two lecherous old men tried to compel a 
beautiful and pious young wife, Susanna, to lie with them, and then publicly accused her of 
adultery when she refused. At a trial they give false testimony and she is condemned by the 
council of elders. But Daniel the prophet is divinely inspired to know the facts of the case, and he 
exposes the two men in a second trial, after which they are put to death. This story was inserted 
between chapters 12 and 14 in the Septuagint version of Daniel, and at the beginning of the book 
in Theodotion's version. 

Bel and the Dragon. This is a combination of two stories which were also attached to Daniel in 
the Septuagint, at the end of the book. The story of Bel concerns a Babylonian idol of that name, 
to which Daniel refused to give an offering. When he was challenged he told the Persian king 
that the vain idol had no need of offerings because it could not eat anything. The king then 
required the priests of Bel to prove otherwise or die. The priests tried to deceive the king by 
entering the temple of Bel at night through a secret entrance and eating the food-offerings 
themselves, but they were exposed by Daniel, who had spread ashes on the temple floor, 
revealing their footprints. The priests of Bel were then slain and their temple destroyed. In the 
story of the Dragon Daniel refuses to worship an actual living "dragon," and accepts a challenge 
to slay the dragon without sword or staff. He feeds the dragon a concoction of pitch, fat, and hair, 
which causes it to burst open and die. Daniel's enemies then cause him to be thrown into the 
lion's den again, but the hungry lions are fed with abundant food brought from Israel by the 
prophet Habakkuk, who is transported to Babylon with the food by angels. Both of these stories 
were evidently written around 150-100 B.C. 

The Prayer of Manasseh. This is a psalm of repentance, composed to suit the situation of 
Manasseh, the king of Judah who was carried captive to Babylon (see 2 Chronicles 33:11-13, 
where the psalm was probably intended for insertion in the Septuagint). This book was rejected 
by the Roman Catholics at the Council of Trent in 1546. 

First Maccabees. This book was written in Hebrew about 100 B.C., and soon afterwards 
translated into Greek. The Hebrew text was seen by Jerome, but is now lost. It is a sober but 
stirring historical account of Jewish history from 175 B.C. to 135 B.C., during which time the 
Jews of Palestine fought for and gained national independence from their Greek overlords. It is 
highly regarded by historians as a source of accurate information. 

Second Maccabees. This is not a sequel to First Maccabees, but a different account of many of 
the same events related in that book down to 161 B.C., combined with many fanciful and 
legendary additions. The writer's interests are religious rather than historical, and he uses the 
history as a backdrop for advancing religious ideas current among the Jews of Alexandria during 
the first century B.C. It is generally thought to be later than First Maccabees, but earlier than 
A.D. 70. Some statements in this book support the Roman Catholic teachings on purgatory, 
prayers for the dead, and the intercessory work of glorified "saints." 
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5.2 Statements on the Apocrypha from Reformation Days 

Luther Bible (1534). Title to Apocrypha section: "APOCRYPHA, Das sind Bücher, so der 
heiligen Schrift nicht gleich gehalten, und doch nützlich und gut zu lesen sind" ("APOCRYPHA, 
that is, Books which are not to be esteemed like the Holy Scriptures, and yet which are useful 
and good to read.") 

Coverdale Bible (1535). Title to Apocrypha: "APOCRYPHA: The books and treatises which 
among the Fathers of old are not reckoned to be of like authority with the other books of the 
Bible, neither are they found in the Canon of Hebrew." 

Geneva Bible (1560). Preface: "The books that follow in order after the Prophets unto the New 
Testament, are called Apocrypha, that is, books which were not received by a common consent 
to be read and expounded publicly in the Church, neither yet served to prove any point of 
Christian religion save in so much as they had the consent of the other scriptures called canonical 
to confirm the same, or rather whereon they were grounded: but as books proceeding from godly 
men they were received to be read for the advancement and furtherance of the knowledge of 
history and for the instruction of godly manners: which books declare that at all times God had 
an especial care of His Church, and left them not utterly destitute of teachers and means to 
confirm them in the hope of the promised Messiah, and also witness that those calamities that 
God sent to his Church were according to his providence, who had both so threatened by his 
prophets, and so brought it to pass, for the destruction of their enemies and for the trial of his 
children." 

Decree of the Council of Trent (1546). "The holy ecumenical and general Council of Trent . . . 
following the example of the orthodox Fathers, receives and venerates all the books of the Old 
and New Testament . . . and also the traditions pertaining to faith and conduct . . . with an equal 
sense of devotion and reverence . . . If, however, any one receive not, as sacred and canonical, 
the said books entire with all their parts, as they have by custom been read in the Catholic 
Church, and as they are contained in the old Latin Vulgate, and knowingly and deliberately 
rejects the aforesaid traditions, let him be accursed." 

Articles of Religion of the Church of England (1563). Sixth Article: "In the name of Holy 
Scripture we do understand those canonical books of the Old and New Testament, of whose 
authority was never any doubt in the Church. . . And the other books (as Jerome saith) the 
Church doth read for example of life and instruction of manners: but yet doth it not apply them to 
establish any doctrine." 

Westminster Confession (1647). Chapter 1 § 3: "The books commonly called Apocrypha, not 
being of divine inspiration, are no part of the Canon of Scripture; and therefore are of no 
authority in the Church of God, nor to be any otherwise approved, or made use of, than other 
human writings." 

(http://www.bible-researcher.com/canon2.html ) 
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5.3 THE CANONS OF CHRISTIANITY  

ORTHODOX CATHOLIC   PROTESTANT   

The Law 

Genesis Genesis  Genesis 

Exodus Exodus Exodus 

Leviticus Leviticus Leviticus 

Numbers Numbers Numbers 

Deuteronomy Deuteronomy Deuteronomy 

Historical Books 

Joshua Joshua Joshua 

Judges Judges Judges 

Ruth Ruth Ruth 

I Samuel I Samuel I Samuel  

II Samuel II Samuel II Samuel 

I Kings I Kings I Kings 

II Kings II Kings II Kings 

I Chronicles I Chronicles I Chronicles 

II Chronicles II Chronicles II Chronicles 

I Esdras (A)   

Ezra Ezra Ezra 

Nehemiah Nehemiah Nehemiah 

Tobit Tobit  

Judith Judith  

Esther Esther Esther 

Maccabees I Maccabees I  

Maccabees II Maccabees II  

Maccabees III   

Wisdom Books 

Job Job Job 

Psalms (151) Psalms (150) Psalms (150) 

Proverbs Proverbs Proverbs 

Ecclesiastes Ecclesiastes Ecclesiastes 

Song of Songs Song of Songs Song of Songs 

Wisdom Wisdom  

Sirach Sirach  

The Prophets 

Isaiah Isaiah Isaiah 

Jeremiah Jeremiah Jeremiah 
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Lamentations Lamentations Lamentations 

Baruch Baruch  

Letter of Jeremiah     

Ezekiel Ezekiel Ezekiel 

Daniel Daniel Daniel 

Hosea Hosea Hosea 

Joel Joel Joel 

Amos Amos Amos 

Obadiah Obadiah Obadiah 

Jonah Jonah Jonah 

Micah Micah Micah 

Nahum Nahum Nahum 

Habakkuk Habakkuk Habakkuk 

Zephaniah Zephaniah Zephaniah 

Haggai Haggai Haggai 

Zechariah Zechariah Zechariah 

Malachi Malachi Malachi 

49 46 39 
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6. Development of the Old Testament Canon 

The Old Testament is the first section of the two-part Christian Biblical canon; the second section is 
the New Testament. The Old Testament includes the books of the Hebrew Bible (TaNaKh) or protocanon, 
and in various Christian denominations also includes deuterocanonical books. Orthodox 
Christians, Catholics and Protestants use different canons, which differ with respect to the texts that are 
included in the Old Testament. 
 
Martin Luther, holding to Jewish and other ancient precedent,[1] excluded the deuterocanonical books 
from the Old Testament of his translation of the Bible, placing them in a section he labeled "Apocrypha" 
("hidden"). To counter Luther's alleged "heresy", the fourth session of the Catholic Council of Trent in 
1546 confirmed that the deuterocanonical books were equally authoritative as the protocanonical in 
the Canon of Trent[2] in the year that Luther died.[3] Following Jerome's Veritas Hebraica (truth of the 
Hebrew) principle, the Protestant Old Testament consists of the same books as the Hebrew Bible, but the 
order and division of the books are different. Protestants number the Old Testament books at 39, while 
the Hebrew Bible numbers the same books as twenty-four. The Hebrew Bible counts Samuel, Kings, 

and Chronicles as one book each, and the twelve  minor prophets are one book, and 

also Ezra and Nehemiah form a single book. 

 
The differences between the Hebrew Bible and other, translated versions of the Old Testament such as 
the Samaritan Pentateuch, the Syriac Peshitta, the Latin Vulgate, the Greek Septuagint, the Ethiopian 
Bible and other canons, are more substantial. Many of these canons include books and sections of books 
that the others do not. 

6.1 Hebrew Bible canon 

As noted above, the Hebrew Bible (Tanakh) consists of 24 books of the Masoretic Text recognized 
by Rabbinic Judaism.[4] There is no scholarly consensus as to when the Hebrew Bible canon was fixed, with 
conservative scholars arguing that it was fixed by the Hasmonean dynasty (140-40 BCE),[5] while others 
(“minimalists”) arguing that it was not fixed until the 2nd century CE or even later.[6] According to Marc Zvi 
Brettler, the Jewish scriptures outside the Torah and the Prophets were fluid, with different groups seeing 
authority in different books.[7] However, this begs the question as to whether or not one of these scribal-
archivist groups, arguably one associated with the Temple in Jerusalem, was widely regarded as being 
more “mainstream,” authoritative, reliable, and hence credible than the other text traditions.  
 
Barber says that the earliest and most explicit evidence of a Hebrew canonical list comes from Jewish 
historian Josephus (37CE – c. 100CE),[8] who wrote about a canon used by Jews in the first century AD. 
Thus, in Against Apion (Book 1, Paragraph 8), Josephus in 95 CE divided sacred scriptures into three parts: 
5 books of the Torah, 13 books of the prophets, and 4 books of hymns:[9] 
 

For we have not an innumerable multitude of books among us, disagreeing from and contradicting 
one another, [as the Greeks have,] but only twenty-two books, which contain the records of all the 
past times; which are justly believed to be divine; and of them five belong to Moses, which contain 
his laws and the traditions of the origin of mankind till his death. This interval of time was little short 
of three thousand years; but as to the time from the death of Moses till the reign of Artaxerxes king 
of Persia, who reigned after Xerxes, the prophets, who were after Moses, wrote down what was 
done in their times in thirteen books. The remaining four books contain hymns to God, and precepts 
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for the conduct of human life. It is true, our history hath been written since Artaxerxes very 
particularly, but hath not been esteemed of the like authority with the former by our forefathers, 
because there hath not been an exact succession of prophets since that time; and how firmly we 
have given credit to these books of our own nation is evident by what we do; for during so many 
ages as have already passed, no one has been so bold as either to add anything to them, to take 
anything from them, or to make any change in them; but it is become natural to all Jews immediately, 
and from their very birth, to esteem these books to contain Divine doctrines, and to persist in them, 
and, if occasion be willingly to die for them. 

 
Josephus mentions Ezra and Nehemiah in Antiquities of the Jews (Book XI, Chapter 5) and Esther (during 
the rule of Artaxerxes) in Chapter 6.[10] The canon is set by the reign of Artaxerxes as mentioned by 
Josephus above in Against Apion (Book 1, Paragraph 8). For a long time, following this date, the divine 
inspiration of Esther, the Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes was often under scrutiny.[11] According to Gerald 
A. Larue,[12] Josephus' listing represents what came to be the Jewish canon, although scholars were still 
wrestling with problems of the authority of certain books at the time that he was writing.  
 
In 1871, Heinrich Graetz concluded that there had been a Council of Jamnia (or Yavne in Hebrew) which 
had decided Jewish canon sometime in the late 1st century (c. 70–90). This became the prevailing 
scholarly consensus for much of the 20th century. Although the theory of the Council of Jamnia is largely 
discredited today, [13][14][15][16] this does not mean that the Jewish canon either did not exist, or existed only 
in fluid form at the time of Christ. The absence of evidence does not constitute proof; thus, the manner 
of OT citations and allusions in the NT would clearly indicate that an established, authoritative canonical 
corpus was indeed in existence and foundational in religious argumentation. 

6.2 The protocanonical and deuterocanonical books 

The Roman Catholic and Eastern Churches canons include books, called the deuterocanonical books, 
whose authority was disputed by Rabbi Akiva during the first-century development of the Hebrew Canon, 
though Akiva was not opposed to a private reading of them, as he himself frequently uses Sirach.[17] One 
early record of the deuterocanonical books is found in the early Koine Greek Septuagint translation of the 
Jewish scriptures. This translation was widely used by the Early Christians and is the one most often 
quoted (300 of 350 quotations including many of Jesus' own words) in the New Testament when it cites 
the Old Testament. Other, older versions of the texts in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, have since been 
discovered among the Dead Sea scrolls and the Cairo Geniza.[18] 
 
The traditional explanation of the development of the Old Testament canon describes two sets of Old 
Testament books, the protocanonical and the deuterocanonical books. According to this, some Church 
Fathers accepted the inclusion of the deuterocanonical books based on their inclusion in the Septuagint 
(most notably Augustine), while others disputed their status based on their exclusion from the Hebrew 
Bible (most notably Jerome). Michael Barber argues that this time-honored reconstruction is grossly 
inaccurate and that "the case against the apocrypha is overstated".[19] Augustine simply wanted a new 
version of the Latin Bible based on the Greek text since the Septuagint was widely used throughout the 
churches and translation process could not rely on a single person (Jerome) who could be fallible; he in 
fact held that the Hebrew and the Septuagint were both equally inspired, as stated in his City of 

God 18.44.[20] For most Early Christians, the Hebrew Bible was "Holy Scripture" but was to be understood 
and interpreted in the light of Christian convictions.[21] 
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While deuterocanonical books were referenced by some fathers as Scripture, men such 
as Athanasius were of the opinion that they were for reading only and not to be used for determination 
of doctrine.[22] Athanasius includes the Book of Baruch and the Letter of Jeremiah in the list of the Canon 
of the Old Testament, and excludes the Book of Esther.[23] According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, "the 
inferior rank to which the deuteros were relegated by authorities like Origen, Athanasius, and Jerome, 
was due to too rigid a conception of canonicity, one demanding that a book, to be entitled to this supreme 
dignity, must be received by all, must have the sanction of Jewish antiquity, and must moreover be 
adapted not only to edification, but also to the 'confirmation of the doctrine of the Church', to borrow 
Jerome's phrase."[24] 
 
Following Martin Luther, Protestants regard the deuterocanonical books as apocryphal (non-canonical). 
According to J. N. D. Kelly, "It should be observed that the Old Testament thus admitted as authoritative 
in the Church… always included, though with varying degrees of recognition, the so-called Apocrypha or 
deuterocanonical books."[25] 

6.3 Septuagint 

 
The Septuagint (LXX): A page from the Codex Vaticanus Graecus 1209, the basis of Sir Lancelot Brenton's English translation. 

 

The Early Christian Church normally accessed the Greek texts[26] since Greek was a lingua franca of the 
Roman Empire at the time, and the language of the Greco-Roman Church (Syriac Christianity preferred 
Aramaic, which was the language of the Jewish commentaries, known as Targums). 
 
The Septuagint seems to have been a major biblical source for the Apostles, but it is not the only one. St. 
Jerome offered, for example, Matt 2:15 and 2:23, John 19:37, John 7:38, 1 Cor. 2:9,[27] as examples not 
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found in the Septuagint, but in Hebrew texts. (Matt 2:23 is not present in current Masoretic tradition 
either, though according to St. Jerome it was in Isaiah 11:1.) The New Testament writers, when citing the 
Jewish scriptures, or when quoting Jesus doing so, freely used the Greek translation, implying that Jesus, 
his Apostles and their followers considered it reliable.[28][29] 
 
In the Early Christian Church, the presumption that the Septuagint (LXX) was translated by Jews before 
the era of Christ, and that the Septuagint at certain places gives itself more to 
a christological interpretation than 2nd-century Hebrew texts was taken as evidence that "Jews" had 
changed the Hebrew text in a way that made them less christological.  
 
For example, Irenaeus says this concerning Isaiah 7:14: “The Septuagint clearly writes of 
a virgin (Greek παρθένος) that shall conceive. While the Hebrew text was, according to Irenaeus, at that 
time interpreted by Theodotion and Aquila (both proselytes of the Jewish faith) as a young woman that 
shall conceive.” According to Irenaeus, the Ebionites used this to claim that Joseph was the (biological) 
father of Jesus. From Irenaeus' point of view, that was pure heresy, facilitated by (late) anti-Christian 
alterations of the scripture in Hebrew, as evident by the older, pre-Christian, Septuagint.[30] 
 
When Jerome undertook the revision of the Old Latin translations of the Septuagint, he checked the 
Septuagint against the Hebrew texts that were then available. He broke with church tradition and 
translated most of the Old Testament of his Vulgate from Hebrew rather than Greek. His choice was 
severely criticized by Augustine, his contemporary; a flood of still less moderate criticism came from those 
who regarded Jerome as a forger. While on the one hand he argued for the superiority of the Hebrew 
texts in correcting the Septuagint on both philological and theological grounds, on the other, in the 
context of accusations of heresy against him, Jerome would acknowledge the Septuagint texts as well.[31] 
 
The Eastern Orthodox Church still prefers to use the LXX as the basis for translating the Old Testament 
into other languages. The Eastern Orthodox also uses the LXX (Septuagint) untranslated where Greek is 
the liturgical language, e.g. in the Orthodox Church of Constantinople, the Church of Greece and 
the Cypriot Orthodox Church. Critical translations of the Old Testament, while using the Masoretic Text as 
their basis, consult the Septuagint as well as other versions in an attempt to reconstruct the meaning of 
the Hebrew text whenever the latter is unclear, undeniably corrupt, or ambiguous.[32][33][34] 

6.4 Bryennios List  

Perhaps the earliest reference to Christian canon is the Bryennios List which was found by Philotheos 
Bryennios in the Codex Hierosolymitanus in the library of the monastery of the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre in 1873. The list is written in Koine Greek (with transcribed Aramaic and/or Hebrew) and dated 
to the first or early second century[35] by Jean-Paul Audet in 1950.[36] Some scholars believe it should be 
assigned a later date.[37] Audet lists 27 books:[35] 

 
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Jesus Nave, Deuteronomy, Numbers,  
Judges, Ruth, 4 of Kings (Samuel and Kings), 2 of Chronicles, 2 of 
Esdras, Esther, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Job,  

Minor prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel. 

"Jesus Nave" was an old name for the Book of Joshua. "2 of Esdras" could be 1 Esdras and Ezra-Nehemiah 
as in the Septuagint or Ezra and Nehemiah as in the Vulgate. According to Albert Sundberg, the 
uncommon 27 number of books is unknown in Jewish lists; and R.T. Beckwith asserts that since the 
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Bryennios list "mixes the Prophets and Hagiographa indiscriminately together, it must be of Christian 
rather than Jewish authorship, and since the use of Aramaic continued in the Palestinian church for 
centuries, there is no reason to date it so early (first or second century C.E.)."[36] 

6.5 Marcion 

Marcion of Sinope was the first Christian leader in recorded history (though later, considered heretical) 
to propose and delineate a uniquely Christian canon.[38] He explicitly rejects the Old Testament and pushes 
his version of the New Testament to be the Christian canon.[12][39] Iranaeus wrote: 
 

Marcion [besides abolishing the prophets and the law] mutilates the Gospel that is 
according to Luke.... He likewise persuaded his disciples that he himself was more worthy 
of credit than are those apostles who have handed down the Gospel to us, furnishing his 
followers not with the Gospel but merely a fragment of it. In like manner, too, he 
dismembered the letters of Paul. (Haer. 1.27.2)[39] 

 
From a different perspective, Tertullian said: 
 

Since Marcion separated the New Testament from the Old, he is necessarily subsequent 
to that which he separated, inasmuch as it was only in his power to separate what was 
previously united. Having been united previous to its separation, the fact of its 
subsequent separation proves the subsequence also of the man who effected the 
separation. (De praescriptione haereticorum 30)[39] 

 
Everett Ferguson, in chapter 18 of The Canon Debate, makes a note that: "[Wolfram] Kinzig suggests that 
it was Marcion who usually called his Bible testamentum [Latin for testament]".[39]:308 In the same chapter, 
Ferguson also says that Tertullian criticizes Marcion regarding the naming of the books in his 
list.[39] According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, the Marcionites "were perhaps the most dangerous foe 
Christianity has ever known".[40]  Other scholars propose that it was Melito of Sardis who originally coined 
the phrase "Old Testament",[41] which is associated with Supersessionism (the teaching that the NT 
Covenant has replaced the OT Covenant, which has no more validity or authority for Christians). 

6.6 Eusebius on Melito and Origen 

The first list of Old Testament books compiled by a Christian source is recorded by the 4th 
century historian Eusebius. Eusebius describes the collection of a 2nd century bishop, Melito of 
Sardis.[42] Melito's list, dated to circa 170, the result of a trip to the Holy Land (probably the famous library 
at Caesarea Maritima) to determine both the order and number of books in the Hebrew Bible, instead 
seems to follow the order of the books presented in the Septuagint. Melito's list, as cited by Eusebius, as 
follows: 
 

Of Moses, five books: Genesis, Exodus, Numbers, Leviticus, Deuteronomy; Jesus Nave, 
Judges, Ruth; of Kings, four books; of Chronicles, two; the Psalms of David, the Proverbs 
of Solomon, Wisdom also, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Job; of Prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah; 
of the twelve prophets, one book; Daniel, Ezekiel, Esdras.[42] 
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According to Archibald Alexander, Melito's list is thought by many includes the Book of Wisdom, which is 
part of the Deuterocanon, but which others dispute.[43] Book of Esther does not appear in the list. 
 
Eusebius also records 22 canonical books of the Hebrews given by Origen of Alexandria:[44] 
 

That which is called by us Genesis, but by the Hebrews, from the beginning of the book, 
Bresith, which means, ‘In the beginning’; Exodus, Welesmoth, that is, ‘These are the 
names’; Leviticus, Wikra, ‘And he called‘; Numbers, Ammesphekodeim; Deuteronomy, 
Eleaddebareim, ‘These are the words’; Jesus, the son of Nave, Josoue ben Noun; Judges 
and Ruth, among them in one book, Saphateim; the First and Second of Kings, among 
them one, Samouel, that is, ‘The called of God’; the Third and Fourth of Kings in one, 
Wammelch David, that is, ‘The kingdom of David’; of the Chronicles, the First and Second 
in one, Dabreïamein, that is, ‘Records of days’; Esdras, First and Second in one, Ezra, that 
is, ‘An assistant’; the book of Psalms, Spharthelleim; the Proverbs of Solomon, Meloth; 
Ecclesiastes, Koelth; the Song of Songs (not, as some suppose, Songs of Songs), Sir 
Hassirim; Isaiah, Jessia; Jeremiah, with Lamentations and the epistle in one, Jeremia; 
Daniel, Daniel; Ezekiel, Jezekiel; Job, Job; Esther, Esther. And besides these there are the 
Maccabees, which are entitled Sarbeth Sabanaiel. 

 
Origen's list excludes the Twelve Minor Prophets, apparently by accident; but includes the Epistle of 
Jeremiah (perhaps referring Baruch as an appendix to Jeremiah) and the Maccabees, which disputation 
exists whether he considers the Maccabees as canonical or not.[45][46] 

6.7 Constantine the Great 

In the year 331 AD, Emperor Constantine I commissioned Eusebius to deliver fifty Bibles for the Church of 
Constantinople. Athanasius (Apol. Const. 4) recorded that Alexandrian scribes around 340 were preparing 
Bibles for Constantine. Little else is known about this, although there is plenty of speculation. For example, 
some scholars suggest that this may have provided motivation for canon lists, and that Codex 
Vaticanus and Codex Sinaiticus may be examples of these Bibles. Those codices contain almost a full 
version of the Septuagint; Vaticanus lacks 1–3 Maccabees, while Sinaiticus lacks 2–3 Maccabees, 1 
Esdras, Baruch and Letter of Jeremiah.[47] 
 
Together with the Peshitta and Codex Alexandrinus, Codex Vaticanus and Sinaiticus are the earliest extant 
Christian Bibles.[48] There is no evidence among the canons of the First Council of Nicaea of any 
determination on the canon, however, Jerome (347–420), in his Prologue to Judith, makes the claim that 
the Book of Judith was "found by the Nicene Council to have been counted among the number of the 
Sacred Scriptures."[49] 

6.8 Jerome and the Vulgate 

Pope Damasus I's Council of Rome in 382, if the Decretum Gelasianum is correctly associated with it, 
issued a biblical canon identical with the list given at Trent,[50][51] or if not, the list is at least a 6th-century 
compilation[52] claiming a 4th-century imprimatur.[53] He encouraged his personal secretary, Jerome, to 
produce the Vulgate translation of the Bible. Damasus' commissioning of the Latin Vulgate edition of the 
Bible was instrumental in the fixation of the canon in the West.[54] This list, given below, was purportedly 
endorsed by Pope Damasus I: (only the Old Testament part) 
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The order of the Old Testament begins here: Genesis, one book; Exodus, one book; 
Leviticus, one book; Numbers, one book; Deuteronomy, one book; Joshua Nave, one 
book; Judges, one book; Ruth, one book; Kings, four books; Paralipomenon, two books; 
Psalms, one book; Solomon, three books: Proverbs, one book; Ecclesiastes, one book; 
Canticle of Canticles, one book; likewise Wisdom, one book; Ecclesiasticus, one book. 
Likewise the order of the prophets: ... [16 books of the prophets listed]. Likewise the order 
of the histories: Job, one book; Tobit, one book; Esdras, two books; Esther, one book; 
Judith, one book; Maccabees, two books.[55][56] 

 
The two books of Esdras refer to the Book of Ezra and the Book of Nehemiah like what is appeared as one 
book (‘Ezrā) in the Hebrew Bible; Jerome, in the Preface of the Books of Samuel and Kings, explains the 
following: "To the third class belong the Hagiographa, of which the first book begins with Job, ... the 
eighth, Ezra, which itself is likewise divided amongst Greeks and Latins into two books; the ninth is 
Esther."[57] 
 
In his Vulgate's prologues, Jerome argued for Veritas Hebraica, thus assuming the “truth of the Hebrew 
text” over the Septuagint and Old Latin translations. The Vulgate Old Testament included books outside 
of the Hebrew Bible, translated from the Greek and Aramaic, or derived from the Old Latin. His Preface to 

The Books of Samuel and Kings includes the following statement, commonly called the Helmeted 

Preface:[57] 
 

This preface to the Scriptures may serve as a "helmeted" introduction to all the books 
which we turn from Hebrew into Latin, so that we may be assured that what is not found 
in our list must be placed amongst the Apocryphal writings. Wisdom, therefore, which 
generally bears the name of Solomon, and the book of Jesus, the Son of Sirach, and Judith, 
and Tobias, and the Shepherd are not in the canon. The first book of Maccabees I have 
found to be Hebrew, the second is Greek, as can be proved from the very style. 

 
At the request of two bishops,[58] however, he made translations of Tobit and Judith from Hebrew 
texts,[59] which he made clear in his prologues he considered apocryphal. But in his prologue to Judith, 
without using the word canon, he mentioned that Judith was held to be scriptural by the First Council of 
Nicaea.[60] In his reply to Rufinus, he affirmed that he was consistent with the choice of the church 
regarding which version of the deuterocanonical portions of Daniel to use, which the Jews of his day did 
not include: 
 

What sin have I committed in following the judgment of the churches? But when I repeat 
what the Jews say against the Story of Susanna and the Hymn of the Three Children, and 
the fables of Bel and the Dragon, which are not contained in the Hebrew Bible, the man 
who makes this a charge against me proves himself to be a fool and a slanderer; for I 
explained not what I thought but what they commonly say against us. (Against Rufinus, 
II:33 [AD 402]).[61] 

 
Michael Barber asserts that, although Jerome was once suspicious of the apocrypha, he later viewed them 
as Scripture. Barber argues that this is clear from Jerome's epistles. As an example, he cites Jerome's letter 
to Eustochium, in which Jerome quotes Sirach 13:2.[19] elsewhere Jerome also refers to Baruch, the Story 
of Susannah and Wisdom as scripture.[62][63][64] 
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6.9 Augustine and the North African councils 

The Synod of Hippo (in 393), followed by the Council of Carthage (397) and the Council of Carthage (419), 
may be the first council that explicitly accepted the first canon which includes the books that did not 
appear in the Hebrew Bible.[65] These councils were under significant influence of Augustine of Hippo, who 
also regarded the canon as already closed.[66][67][68] 
 
Canon xxxvi from the Synod of Hippo (393) records the Scriptures which are considered canonical; the Old 
Testament books are listed as follows:[69] 
 

Genesis; Exodus; Leviticus; Numbers; Deuteronomy; Joshua the Son of Nun; The Judges; 
Ruth; The Kings, iv. books; The Chronicles, ii. books; Job; The Psalter; The Five books of 
Solomon; The Twelve Books of the Prophets; Isaiah; Jeremiah; Ezechiel; Daniel; Tobit; 
Judith; Esther; Ezra, ii. books; Macchabees, ii. books. 

 
On 28 August 397, the Council of Carthage confirmed the canon issued at Hippo; the recurrence of the 
Old Testament part as stated:[70] 

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua the son of Nun, Judges, Ruth, 
four books of Kings, two books of Paraleipomena, Job, the Psalter, five books of Solomon, 
the books of the twelve prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezechiel, Daniel, Tobit, Judith, Esther, 
two books of Esdras, two books of the Maccabees. 

 
About the two books of Ezra/Esdras, Augustine of Hippo says: "...and the two of Ezra, which last look more 
like a sequel to the continuous regular history which terminates with the books of Kings and 
Chronicles."[71] The five books of Solomon refer to Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Wisdom of 
Solomon, and Ecclesiasticus.[72] The four books of Kings refer to the two books of Samuel and the two 
books of Kings (see Books of Kings Composition). Successively the Council of Carthage (419) in its Canon 

24 listed exactly the same Old Testament Canon of the previous councils.[73] 
 
According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, the canon from those councils corresponds to the present Roman 
Catholic canon.[74] Philip Schaff states: "The council of Hippo in 393, and the third (according to another 
reckoning the sixth) council of Carthage in 397, under the influence of Augustine, who attended both, 
fixed the catholic canon of the Holy Scriptures, including the Apocrypha of the Old Testament, ... This 
decision of the transmarine church however, was subject to ratification; and the concurrence of 
the Roman see it received when Innocent I and Gelasius I (A.D. 414) repeated the same index of biblical 
books. This canon remained undisturbed till the sixteenth century, and was sanctioned by the Council of 
Trent at its fourth session."[75] Actually, the present Roman Catholic canon is the same that Augustine of 
Hippo wrote in his book On Christian Doctrine (Book II Chapter 8) (397 AD)[76] 

6.10 The Synod of Laodicea 

The Synod of Laodicea was a regional synod of approximately thirty clerics from Asia Minor that 
assembled about 363–364 AD in Laodicea, Phrygia Pacatiana. The 59th canon forbade the readings in 
church of uncanonical books. The 60th canon listed as Canonical books the 22 books of the Hebrew 
Bible plus the Book of Baruch and the Epistle of Jeremy.[77] The authenticity of the 60th canon is 
doubtful[78] as it is missing from various manuscripts and may have been added later[77] to specify the extent 
of the preceding 59th canon. 
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6.11 Other early authors 

Athanasius (367 AD),[79] Cyril of Jerusalem (c. 350 AD),[80] and Epiphanius of Salamis (c. 385 AD)[81] listed as 
Canonical books the 22 books of the Hebrew Bible plus the Book of Baruch and the Epistle of Jeremy. 
Epiphanius of Salamis (c. 385 AD) in his Panarion writes that Jews had in their books the deuterocanonical 
Epistle of Jeremiah and Baruch, both combined with Jeremiah and Lamentations in only one book.[81] 
 
The monk Rufinus of Aquileia (c. 400 AD) named as “Canonical” books the books of the Hebrew Bible and 
the deuterocanonical books named as "Ecclesiastical" books.[82]  Pope Innocent I (405 AD) in a letter sent 
to the bishop of Toulouse cited as Canonical books the books of the Hebrew Bible plus the 
deuterocanonical books as a part of the Old Testament Canon.[83] 
 
The Decretum Gelasianum which is a work written by an anonymous scholar between 519 and 553 
contains a list of books of Scripture presented as having been made Canonical by the Council of 
Rome under Pope Damasus I, bishop of Rome 366-383. This list mentions the Hebrew Bible plus the 
deuterocanonical books as a part of the Old Testament Canon.[84] 

6.12 Quinisext Council and Canons of the Apostles 

The Quinisext Council (or the Council in Trullo) in 691–692, which was rejected by Pope Sergius I[85] and is 
not recognized by the Catholic Church (see also Pentarchy), endorsed the following lists of canonical 
writings: the Apostolic Canons (c. 385), the Synod of Laodicea (c. 363), the Third Synod of Carthage (c. 
397), and the 39th Festal Letter of Athanasius(367).[86] The Apostolic Canons (or Ecclesiastical Canons of 

the Same Holy Apostles, Canons of the Apostles) is a collection of ancient ecclesiastical decrees concerning 
the government and discipline of the Early Christian Church, first found as last chapter of the eighth book 
of the Apostolic Constitutions.[87] 
 
Canon n. 85 of the Ecclesiastical Canons of the Same Holy Apostles is a list of canonical books,[88] includes 
46 books of Old Testament canon which essentially corresponds to that of the Septuagint. The Old 
Testament part of the Canon n. 85 stated as follows:[89] 

Of the Old Covenant: the five books of Moses—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and 
Deuteronomy; one of Joshua the son of Nun, one of the Judges, one of Ruth, four of the 
Kings, two of the Chronicles, two of Ezra, one of Esther, one of Judith, three of the 
Maccabees, one of Job, one hundred and fifty psalms; three books of Solomon—Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs; sixteen prophets. And besides these, take care that 
your young persons learn the Wisdom of the very learned Sirach. 
 

Karl Josef von Hefele argues that "This is probably the least ancient canon in the whole 
collection".[89]:n.3826  Some scholars believe that the writings of the Apostolic Canons date from end of the 
second or early of the third century, though others agree that they could not have been composed before 
the Synods of Antioch of 341 nor even before the latter end of the 4th century.[87][90] 

6.13 Reformation era 

One of the tenets of the Protestant Reformation (beginning with Martin Luther’s posting the 95 Theses in 
1517) was that all translations of the Scriptures should be based on the original texts (i.e. Biblical 
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Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic for the Old Testament and Koine Greek for the New Testament) rather than 
upon Jerome's translation into Latin, which at the time was the Bible of the Catholic Church. 
 
The reformers saw the Apocrypha at variance with the rest of Scripture. The Roman Catholic Church uses 
them to support the doctrine of Purgatory, for prayers and Masses for the dead (2 Macc 12:43–45), and 
for the efficacy of good works in attaining salvation (Tobit 12:9; Ecclesiasticus 7:33), things that 
Protestants then and today deem to be explicitly contradicting other parts of the Bible. 

6.13.1 Martin Luther 

Luther removed the deuterocanonical books from the Old Testament of his translation of the Bible, 
placing them in the "Apocrypha, which are books which are not considered equal to the Holy Scriptures, 
but are useful and good to read".[91] Luther also proposed many other canon-related things; for example, 
he argued unsuccessfully for the relocation of Esther from the Canon to the Apocrypha, since without 
the deuterocanonical sections, it never mentions God. But he also said: "Does it urge Christ? Yes, because 

it tells the story of the survival of the people from whom Christ came."[92] As a result of the Reformation, 
Catholics and Protestants continue to use different canons, which differ in respect to the Old Testament 
and in the concept of the Antilegomena of the New Testament. 
 
There is some evidence that the first decision to omit the Apocryphal books entirely from the Bible was 
made by Protestant laity rather than clergy. Bibles dating from shortly after the Reformation have been 
found whose tables of contents included the entire Roman Catholic canon, but which did not actually 
contain the disputed books, leading some historians to think that the workers at the printing presses took 
it upon themselves to omit them. However, Anglican and Lutheran Bibles usually still contained these 
books until the 20th century, while Calvinist Bibles did not. Several reasons are proposed for the omission 
of these books from the canon. One is their support for Catholic doctrines such as Purgatory and Prayer 
for the dead  asfound in 2 Maccabees. Luther himself said he was following Jerome's teaching about 
the Veritas Hebraica. 

6.13.2 Council of Trent 

The Council of Trent on April 8, 1546 approved the enforcement of the present Roman Catholic Bible 
Canon including the Deuterocanonical Books as an article of faith (the contents of the canon itself having 
already been reaffirmed unanimously), and the decision was confirmed by an anathema by vote (24 yea, 
15 nay, 16 abstained).[93] This is said to be the same list as produced at the Council of Florence (Session 11, 
4 February 1442),[94] Augustine's 397-419 Councils of Carthage,[75] and probably Damasus' 382 Council of 
Rome.[50][51] This list was defined as canonical in the profession of faith proposed for the Jacobite Orthodox 
Church. Because of its placement, the list was not considered binding for the Catholic Church, and in light 
of Martin Luther's demands, the Catholic Church examined the question of the Canon again at the Council 
of Trent, which reaffirmed the Canon of the Council of Florence and added the anathema against attempts 
to change the contents of the canon. The Old Testament books that had been in doubt were 
termed deuterocanonical, not indicating a lesser degree of inspiration, but a later time of final approval. 
Beyond these books, some editions of the Latin Vulgate include Psalm 151, the Prayer of Manasseh, 1 
Esdras (called 3 Esdras), 2 Esdras (called 4 Esdras), and the Epistle to the Laodiceans in an appendix, styled 
"Apogryphi". 
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On 2 June 1927, Pope Pius XI decreed that the Comma Johanneum of the New Testament was open to 
dispute; on 3 September 1943, Pope Pius XII reiterated the teaching of the Church in Divino afflante 

Spiritu, reaffirming that Catholic translations of the Bible in vernacular languages, based on Aramaic, 
Greek, and Hebrew texts, had been allowed by the Church since the time of the Council of Trent.[95] 

6.13.3 Church of England 

The Church of England separated from Rome in 1534, and published its Thirty-Nine Articles in Latin in 
1563 and in Elizabethan English in 1571.[96] Article 6 of the 1801 American revision is titled: "Of the 
Sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures for Salvation": 
 

...In the name of Holy Scripture we do understand those Canonical Books of the Old and 
New Testament, of whose authority was never any doubt in the Church. Of the names 
and Number of the Canonical Books: Genesis; Exodus; Leviticus; Numbers; Deuteronomy; 
Joshua; Judges; Ruth; The I Book of Samuel; The II Book of Samuel; The I Book of Kings; 
The II Book of Kings; The I Book of Chronicles; The II Book of Chronicles; The I Book of 
Esdras; The II Book of Esdras; The Book of Esther; The Book of Job; The Psalms; The 
Proverbs; Ecclesiastes, or the Preacher; Cantica, or Songs of Solomon; Four Prophets the 
Greater; Twelve Prophets the Less. And the other Books (as Heirome [The Old English 
form of Hieronymus, or Jerome...] saith) the Church doth read for example of life and 
instruction of manners; but yet it doth not apply them to establish any doctrine. Such are 
these following: The III Book of Esdras; The IV Book of Esdras; The Book of Tobias; The 
Book of Judith; The rest of the Book of Esther†; The Book of Wisdom; Jesus the Son of 
Sirach; Baruch the Prophet†; The Song of the Three Children†; The Story of Suzanna; Of 
Bel and the Dragon†; The Prayer of Manasses†; The I Book of Maccabees; The II Book of 
Maccabees. All the Books of the New Testament, as they are commonly received, we do 
receive and account them Canonical. [books marked † were added in 1571.] 

 
The original King James Bible of 1611 included King James Version Apocrypha which is frequently omitted 
in modern printings. These texts include the following: 1 Esdras, 2 Esdras, Tobit, Judith, Rest of 
Esther, Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch and the Epistle of Jeremy, Song of the Three Children, Story of 
Susanna, The Idol Bel and the Dragon, Prayer of Manasses, 1 Maccabees, 2 Maccabees.[97] 
 
The English Civil War broke out in 1642 and lasted till 1649. The Long Parliament of 1644 decreed that 
only the Hebrew Canon would be read in the Church of England, and in 1647 the Westminster Confession 
of Faith[98] was issued which decreed a 39-book OT and 27-book NT, the others commonly labelled as 
"Apocrypha" were excluded.[99] Today this decree is a Protestant distinctive, a consensus of Protestant 
churches, not limited to Lutherans, the Church of Scotland, Presbyterianism, and Calvinism, but shared 
with Baptist and Anabaptist confessions of faith also.[100] 
 
With the Restoration of the Monarchy to Charles II of England (1660–1685), the Church of England was 
once again governed by the Thirty-Nine Articles, as printed in the Book of Common Prayer (1662), which 
explicitly excludes the Apocrypha from the inspired writings as unsuitable for forming doctrine, 
while eirenically conceding them value for education so permitting public reading and study. According 
to The Apocrypha, Bridge of the Testaments: 
 
On the other hand, the Anglican Communion emphatically maintains that the Apocrypha is part of the 
Bible and is to be read with respect by her members. Two of the hymns used in the American Prayer Book 
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office of Morning Prayer, the Benedictus es and Benedicite, are taken from the Apocrypha. One of the 
offertory sentences in Holy Communion comes from an apocryphal book (Tob. 4: 8–9). Lessons from the 
Apocrypha are regularly appointed to be read in the daily, Sunday, and special services of Morning and 
Evening Prayer. There are altogether over one hundred (111) such lessons in the latest revised American 
Prayer Book Lectionary [The books used are: II Esdras, Tobit, Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch, Three Holy 
Children, and I Maccabees.] The position of the Church is best summarized in the words of Article Six of 
the Thirty-nine Articles: "In the name of Holy Scripture we do understand those canonical Books of the 
Old and New Testament, of whose authority there was never any doubt in the Church. . . . And the other 
Books (as Hierome [St. Jerome] saith) the Church doth read for example of life and instruction of manners; 
but yet doth it not apply them to establish any doctrine . . .":[101] 

6.14 Eastern Orthodox Canon 

The Eastern Orthodox receive as their canon the books found in their Septuagintal, Patristic, Byzantine, 
and liturgical tradition. As of the Synod of Jerusalem, convened in 1672, the Orthodox Church considers 
as canonical the following: 

"The Wisdom of Solomon," "Judith," "Tobit," "The History of the Dragon" [Bel and the 
Dragon], "The History of Susanna," "The Maccabees," and "The Wisdom of Sirach." For 
we judge these also to be with the other genuine Books of Divine Scripture genuine parts 
of Scripture. For ancient custom, or rather the Catholic Church, which has delivered to us 
as genuine the Sacred Gospels and the other Books of Scripture, has undoubtedly 
delivered these also as parts of Scripture, and the denial of these is the rejection of those. 
And if, perhaps, it seems that not always have all of these been considered on the same 
level as the others, yet nevertheless these also have been counted and reckoned with the 
rest of Scripture, both by Synods and by many of the most ancient and eminent 
Theologians of the Catholic Church. All of these we also judge to be Canonical Books, and 
confess them to be Sacred Scripture.[102] 

 
Not all books of the Old Testament are covered in the Prophetologion, the official Old Testament 
lectionary:[103] "Because the only exposure most Eastern Christians had to the Old Testament was from the 
readings during services, the Prophetologion can be called the Old Testament of the Byzantine Church."[104] 

 

6.15 Was There an Old Testament Before the New Testament? 

(http://jimhamilton.info/2013/10/16/was-there-an-old-testament-before-the-new-testament-a-guest-

post-from-jason-parry/ ) 

 

There is an ongoing debate about when the books of the Old Testament were recognized as Scripture and 

when, or whether, there was a closed circle of books that were recognized to be inspired by the Holy Spirit 

prior to the time of Jesus. Related questions include where the additional material found in the Greek 

translations of books such as Daniel and Esther came from, why it was added, and what this material 

might indicate about the status of these books. 
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The arguments for textual pluralism and literary development of biblical texts in Hellenistic Judaism, and 

for standardization of the text and formation of the Hebrew canon in the second century AD, often seem 

impressive because much evidence can be cited to demonstrate that the Jews were developing various 

versions of biblical texts in the period prior to the second century AD. 

The Old Greek version of Daniel, for example, not only departs significantly from the MT in several 

chapters, but even inserts an apocryphal side-story right into the middle of the plot in chapter 3. The 

Greek version of Daniel attributed to Theodotion is much closer to the MT than the Old Greek version, 

but nevertheless retains this apocryphal story found in the Old Greek. 

The fact that the translators felt free to deviate from the Hebrew-Aramaic text and to insert apocryphal 

material could be considered evidence that textual pluralism was in the air and that no canonical 

boundaries were known to these translators. 

However, this same evidence could be interpreted differently.  It is possible that the translators were well 

aware of a standard, authoritative version of the text and of canonical boundaries, but felt free to deviate 

from that canonical text on account of its official preservation at the Temple. The goal of the Temple 

scribes was to preserve the authoritative textual tradition of the canonical text in its original language, 

while the scribes and translators outside of Temple circles were free to develop popular alternative 

versions of the texts which potentially deviated from the original in language, narrative style, and even in 

some content, with the goal of appealing to the Jewish and Gentile masses. The distinction between the 

standard canonical text and the popular deviating versions was not subject to confusion in the period 

prior to the destruction of the Temple in AD 70, since the standard text was in all probability stored at the 

Temple. 

The latter explanation of the textual plurality of the Hellenistic period is more probable than the claim of 

a late date for the standardization and canonization of the text, because it accounts not only for the 

evidence of multiple versions of texts, but also for the evidence of a canonical consciousness prior to the 

second century AD. Thus the fact of textual plurality does not necessarily imply a philosophy of 

textual pluralism among Hellenistic Jews, since they could simultaneously preserve a canonical textual 

tradition at the Temple while producing accessible and appealing popular texts for the masses. After the 

destruction of the Temple in AD 70, however, the Jews had to become more intentional about articulating 

their canonical boundaries and guarding their textual tradition in order to avoid confusion between the 

two types of texts. 

 

My understanding of the period, then, could be summarized as follows: 
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2nd/1st century BC – Diverse Jewish groups, some of whom (like OG-Dan) are interested in popularizing 

the stories and texts and creating new literature which was loosely connected to the canonical 

material.  Perhaps this reflects a “seeker-friendly” approach to promoting Judaism. Other Jews are more 

interested in preserving the textual tradition and sticking close to the proto-MT. The official canonical 

texts are guarded in the Temple so there’s no confusion as to what’s what in any case. 

 

Late 1st century BC and early 1st century AD – At least some Jews are editing their Greek texts towards 

the proto-MT, the prime example of which is the oft-cited Greek Minor Prophet Scroll from Nahal Hever 

which Barthélemy published and analyzed in Les Devanciers d’Aquila. The scroll can be dated to the 50 BC 

to AD 50 range.  However, there’s probably still a willingness to retain apocryphal (or deuterocanonical) 

material during this period, which has become popular in the preceding two centuries, and there’s still no 

confusion as to the official text since the Temple is standing. Theodotion, or at least the Greek version 

attributed to him, probably belongs to this period. 

 

Late 1st century AD and 2nd century AD – Jews as a whole become more intentional about declaring their 

canonical boundaries and textual tradition since the Temple is lost and the Christians are gaining ground 

using Jewish writings and Scripture. The Jews discuss their canonical boundaries by asking themselves 

which books have always been in their canon; these discussions were previously unnecessary because the 

canonical text had been stored at the Temple.  The Temple text presumably is preserved from destruction 

in AD 70 and is handed down to become what we now call the MT. 
 

It is thus possible to account for diversity and even literary development in biblical texts of Hellenistic 

Judaism without abandoning the long-held belief that our MT for the most part preserves a reliable 

tradition from before the Hellenistic period. 
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7. Development of the Hebrew Bible Canon 

Rabbinic Judaism recognizes the 24 books of the Masoretic Text, commonly called the Tanakh or Hebrew 
Bible, as authoritative.[1] Modern scholarship suggests that the most recently written are the books 
of Jonah, Lamentations, and Daniel, all of which may have been composed as late as the second century 
BCE, however, such conjectures are very much open to debate, certainly in the case of Lamentations and 
probably Jonah as well. 
 
The Book of Deuteronomy includes a prohibition against adding or subtracting,[2][3] which might apply to 
the book itself (i.e. a "closed book", a prohibition against future scribal editing) or to the instruction 
received by Moses on Mt. Sinai.[4] 
 
The book of 2 Maccabees, itself not a part of the Jewish canon, describes Nehemiah (around 400 BCE) as 
having "founded a library and collected books about the kings and prophets, and the writings of David, 
and letters of kings about votive offerings" (2:13–15). The Book of Nehemiah suggests that the priest-
scribe Ezra brought the Torah back from Babylon to Jerusalem and the Second Temple(8–9) around the 
same time period. Both 1 and 2 Maccabees suggest that Judas Maccabeus (around 167 BCE) also collected 
sacred books (3:42–50, 2:13–15, 15:6–9). 
 
There is no scholarly consensus as to when the Hebrew Bible canon was fixed: some scholars argue that 
it was fixed by the Hasmonean dynasty (140–40 BCE),[5] while others argue it was not fixed until the second 
century CE or even later.[6] The former opinion is far more likely and supported by the internal testimony 
of the texts themselves, in particular the claims of the writers themselves when viewed as reliable 
witnesses and transmitters of the textual tradition of recognized “scripture,” whether oral or written.  

7.1 Sirach  

The book of Sirach provides evidence of a collection of sacred scripture similar to portions of the Hebrew 
Bible, which dates from 180 BCE. Sirach includes a list of names of biblical figures (44–49) in the same 
order as is found in the Torah and the Nevi'im (Prophets), and which also includes the names of some men 
mentioned in the Ketuvim (Writings). Based on this list of names, some scholars have conjectured[8] that 
the author, Yeshua ben Sira, not only had access to, but also considered authoritative, these books:  
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Job, Isaiah,  
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve Minor Prophets. 
 
Sirach’s list excludes names from Ruth, Song of Songs, Esther and Daniel, suggesting that people 
mentioned in these works did not fit the criteria of his current listing of great men,[9] or that he did not 
have access to these books, or did not consider them authoritative. In the prologue to the Greek 
translation of Ben Sira's work, his grandson, dated at 132 BCE, mentions both the Law (Torah) and the 
Prophets (Nevi'im), as well as a third group of books which is not yet named as Ketuvim (the prologue 
simply identifies "the rest of the books")—the three groups together often referred to as TaNaK.[10] 

7.2 Septuagint 

The Septuagint (LXX) is a Koine Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, translated in stages between 
the 3rd to 2nd century BCE in Alexandria, Egypt. 
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According to Michael Barber, in the Septuagint, the Torah and Nevi'im are established as canonical, but 
the Ketuvim appear not to have been definitively canonized yet. The translation (and editing) work might 
have been done by seventy (or seventy-two) elders who translated the Hebrew Bible into Koine Greek, 
but the actual historical evidence for this story is very sketchy. Beyond that, according to him, it is virtually 
impossible to determine when each of the other various books was incorporated into the Septuagint.[11] 

 
Philo and Josephus (both associated with first century Hellenistic Judaism) ascribed divine inspiration to 
its translators, and the primary ancient account of the process is the circa 2nd century BCE Letter of 
Aristeas. A number of the Dead Sea Scrolls attest to Hebrew texts other than those on which 
the Masoretic Text was based; in some cases, these newly found texts accord with the Septuagint 
version.[12] Strong evidence exists that the Septuagint was the canon in place by the first century in 
Palestine. "Authors Archer and Chirichigno list 340 places where the New Testament cites the Septuagint 
but only 33 places where it cites from the Masoretic Text rather than the Septuagint."[13] 

7.3 Dead Sea Scrolls 

The theory that there was a closed Hebrew canon of Second Temple Judaism has been challenged by 
some scholars due to the textual variants found in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Barber, writes: "Up until recently 
it was assumed that “apocryphal” additions found in the books of the LXX represented later 
augmentations in the Greek to the Hebrew texts. In connection with this, the Masoretic text (MT) 
established by the rabbis in the medieval period has been accepted as the faithful witness to the Hebrew 
Bible of the 1st century. Yet, this presupposition is now being challenged in light of the Dead Sea Scrolls."[11] 
 
Barber seeks to support his theory by asserting that "copies of some Biblical books found at Qumran reveal 
sharp divergences from the MT." As an example of such evidence, he claims that "scholars were amazed 
to find that the Hebrew copies of 1 and 2 Samuel found in Cave 4 agree with the LXX against the MT. One 
of these fragments is dated into the third century BCE and is believed to be the very oldest copy of a 
biblical text found to date. Clearly the Masoretic version of 1–2 Samuel is significantly inferior here to the 
LXX exemplar."[11] The Dead Sea scrolls refer to the Torah and Nevi'im and suggest that these portions of 
the Bible had been canonized before 68 CE. A scroll that contains all or parts of 41 biblical psalms, although 
in a different order than in the current Book of Psalms and which includes eight texts not found in the 
Book of Psalms, suggests that the Book of Psalms had not yet been canonized. See also Psalms 152–155. 
 
The problem with this whole theory is that it gratuitously over-values the evidence provided by the Dead 
Sea Scrolls and assumes that their scribes, members of the Essene community, a separatist sect, were 
widely recognized as being authoritative and reliable “keepers” of the Jewish religious tradition. This 
cannot be proven, and it is more likely that just the opposite is the case, and hence the documents 
produced by this separatist group, though of considerable historical value, cannot be automatically 
employed as first-line documentation regarding the development of the OT canon. 

However, increasingly in recent years we see this happening. For example, according to The Oxford 

Companion to Archaeology: 

The biblical manuscripts from Qumran, which include at least fragments from every book of the Old 
Testament, except perhaps for the Book of Esther, provide a far older cross section of scriptural 
tradition than that available to scholars before. While some of the Qumran biblical manuscripts are 
nearly identical to the Masoretic, or traditional, Hebrew text of the Old Testament, some manuscripts 
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of the books of Exodus and Samuel found in Cave Four exhibit dramatic differences in both language 
and content. In their astonishing range of textual variants, the Qumran biblical discoveries have 
prompted scholars to reconsider the once-accepted theories of the development of the modern 
biblical text from only three manuscript families: of the Masoretic text, of the Hebrew original of the 
Septuagint, and of the Samaritan Pentateuch. It is now becoming increasingly clear that the Old 
Testament scripture was extremely fluid until its canonization around A.D. 100.”[126] 

But perhaps this prevailing contemporary reasoning could, and should therefore be reversed in favor of a 
more conservative, traditional scenario. In other words, the evidence from Qumran would rather be 
viewed as supporting the existence of an authoritative documentary tradition of Old Testament books 
that were arguable preserved by an official and more widely recognized source, most likely a designated 
corps of priestly scribes associated with the religious Temple community in Jerusalem. Essene divergences 
from this written tradition would then simply reflect their differing, sectarian interpretations of the 
established books, and that of other existing, non-canonical copies in their possession or which they has 
access to. Destruction of the second (Herod’s) Temple by the Romans in 70 AD undoubtedly resulted in a 
great loss of scriptural documents as well as a serious disruption in the official center of religious text 
preservation and storage, whose duties were then assumed by scribes associated with the pre-Masoretic 
tradition (see below). 

 

 
The Psalms Scroll (11Q5), one of the 972 texts of the Dead Sea Scrolls, with a partial Hebrew transcription 

7.4 Philo 

In the 1st century CE, Philo Judaeus of Alexandria discussed sacred books, but made no explicit mention 
of a three part division of the Bible. However, his De vita contemplativa [14] does state at III (25) does imply 
as much by stating that "studying… the laws and the sacred oracles of God enunciated by the holy 
prophets, and hymns, and psalms, and all kinds of other things by reason of which knowledge and piety 
are increased and brought to perfection." Philo quotes almost exclusively from the Torah, but occasionally 
from Ben Sira and Wisdom of Solomon.[16][17] 

7.5 Josephus 
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The earliest and most explicit testimony of a Hebrew canonical list comes from Josephus (37CE – c. 
100CE).[11] Josephus refers to sacred scriptures divided into three parts, the five books of the Torah, 
thirteen books of the Nevi'im, and four other books of hymns and wisdom: "For we have not an 
innumerable multitude of books among us, disagreeing from and contradicting one another [as the Greeks 
have], but only twenty-two books, which contain all the records of all the past times; which are justly 
believed to be divine; and of them five belong to Moses, which contain his laws and the traditions of the 
origin of mankind till his death… the prophets, who were after Moses, wrote down what was done in their 
times in thirteen books. The remaining four books contain hymns to God, and precepts for the conduct of 
human life."[18] 
 
Since there are 24 books in the current Jewish canon instead of the 22 mentioned by Josephus, some 
scholars[who?] have suggested that he considered Ruth part of Judges, and Lamentations part of Jeremiah. 
Other scholars[who?] suggest that at the time Josephus wrote, such books as Esther and Ecclesiastes were 
not yet considered canonical. 
 
According to Gerald A. Larue,[19] Josephus' listing represents what came to be the Jewish canon, although 
scholars were still wrestling with problems of the authority of certain writings at the time that he was 
writing. Significantly, Josephus characterizes the 22 books as canonical because they were divinely 
inspired; he mentions other historical books that were not divinely inspired and that he therefore did not 
believe belonged in the canon. Barber agrees that although "scholars have reconstructed Josephus’ list 
differently, it seems clear that we have in his testimony a list of books very close to the Hebrew canon as 
it stands today."  

7.6 Second Esdras 

The first reference to a 24-book Jewish canon is found in 2 Esdras, which was probably written in 90–96 
CE (after the destruction of the Second Temple) or the second half of the third century.[20] 

Make public the twenty-four books that you wrote first, and let the worthy and the unworthy 
read them; but keep the seventy that were written last, in order to give them to the wise among 
your people. 
— RSV 14:45–46 

7.7 Pharisees 

The Pharisees also debated the status of canonical books. In the 2nd century CE, Rabbi Akiva declared that 
those who read non canonical books would not share in the afterlife (Sanhedrin 10:1). But, according 
to Bacher and Grätz, Akiva was not opposed to a private reading of the Apocrypha, as is evident from the 
fact that he himself makes frequent use of Sirach.[21] 
 
They also debated the status of Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs, concluding like the tradition of Rabbi 
Simeon ben Azzai, that they are Holy (Yadayim 3:5). Akiva stoutly defended, however, the canonicity of 
the Song of Songs, and Esther.[22]   

7.8 Council of Jamnia 

The Mishnah, compiled at the end of the 2nd century CE, describes a debate over the status of some 
books of Ketuvim, and in particular over whether or not they render the hands ritually impure. Yadaim 3:5 



111 
 

calls attention to a debate over Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes. The Megillat Ta'anit, in a discussion of 
days when fasting is prohibited but that are not noted in the Bible, mentions the holiday of Purim. Based 
on these, and a few similar references, Heinrich Graetz concluded in 1871 that there had been a Council 
of Jamnia (or Yavne in Hebrew) which had decided Jewish canon sometime in the late 1st century (c. 70–
90). This became the prevailing scholarly consensus for much of the 20th century. 
 
W. M. Christie was the first to dispute this popular theory in the July 1925 edition of The Journal of 

Theological Studies in an article entitled "The Jamnia Period in Jewish History".[25]Jack P. Lewis wrote a 
critique of the popular consensus in the April 1964 edition of the Journal of Bible and Religion entitled 
"What Do We Mean by Jabneh?"[26] Raymond E. Brown largely supported Lewis in his review published in 
the Jerome Biblical Commentary (also appears in the New Jerome Biblical Commentary of 1990), as did 
Lewis' discussion of the topic in 1992's Anchor Bible Dictionary.[27] Sid Z. Leiman made an independent 
challenge in his University of Pennsylvania thesis published later as a book in 1976, where he wrote that 
none of the sources used to support the theory actually mentioned books that had been withdrawn from 
a canon, and questioned the whole premise that the discussions were about canonicity at all, stating that 
they were actually dealing with other concerns entirely. Other scholars have since joined in and today the 
theory is largely discredited.[28] 
 
Some scholars argue that the Jewish canon was fixed earlier by the Hasmonean dynasty.[5] On the other 
hand, Jacob Neusner published books in 1987 and 1988 that argued that the notion of a biblical canon 
was not prominent in 2nd-century Rabbinic Judaism or even later, and instead that a notion of Torah was 
expanded to include the Mishnah, Tosefta, Jerusalem Talmud, Babylonian Talmud and midrashim.[6] 
 
Thus, there is no scholarly consensus as to when the Jewish canon was set. Nevertheless, the outcomes 
attributed to the Council of Jamnia did in fact occur, whether gradually or as the ruling of a definitive, 
authoritative council. According to Gerald Larue,[19] the criteria used in the selection of sacred books to be 
included in the Jewish canon have not been set forth in any "clear-cut delineation" but appear to have 
included the following: 
 

• The writing had to be composed in Hebrew. The only exceptions, texts written in Aramaic, 
were Daniel 2–7 and writings attributed to Ezra (Ezra 4:8–6:18; 7:12–26), who was recognized as 
the founding father of post-Exilic Judaism, and Jer. 10:11. Hebrew was viewed as the language of 
Sacred Scripture, Aramaic the language of common speech. 
 

• The writing had to be sanctioned by usage in the Jewish community. Thus, the use of Esther 
at Purim made it possible for them to be included in the canon. Judith, without such support, was 
not acceptable. 

 

• The writings had to contain reference to at least one of the great religious themes of Judaism, 
such as election, or the covenant. By reclassifying the Song of Songs as an allegory, it was possible 
to see in this book an expression of covenantal love. 

 

• The writing had to be composed before the time of Ezra, for it was popularly believed that 
inspiration had ceased then. Jonah was accepted because it used the name of an early prophet 
and dealt with events before the destruction of Nineveh, which occurred in 612 BCE. The Book of 
Daniel had its setting in the Exile and therefore was accepted as an Exilic document. 
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8. Masoretic Text 

The Masoretic[1] Text (MT, �) is the authoritative Hebrew and Aramaic text of the Tanakh for Rabbinic 
Judaism. However, contemporary scholars seeking to understand the history of the Hebrew Bible’s text 
use a range of other sources.[2] These include Greek and Syriac translations, quotations from rabbinic 
manuscripts, the Samaritan Pentateuch and others such as the Dead Sea Scrolls. Many of these are older 
than the Masoretic text and often contradict it.[3] The Masoretic Text defines the books of the Jewish 
canon, and further, it also defines the precise letter-text of these biblical books, with 
their vocalization and accentuation known as the Masorah. 
 
The Masoretic Text is widely used as the basis for translations of the Old Testament in Protestant Bibles, 
and in recent years (since 1943), for some versions of Catholic Bibles, replacing the Vulgate translation. In 
modern times the Dead Sea Scrolls have shown the Masoretic Text to be nearly identical to some texts of 
the Tanakh dating from 200 BCE but different from others.[4] In a recent finding, the Masoretic Text is 
discovered to be completely identical with text recovered from an ancient scroll, namely, the 
approximately 1,700-year-old En-Gedi Scroll, which was discovered in 1970 but had not had its content 
reconstructed until 2016. Researchers were able to recover 35 complete and partial lines of text from 
the Book of Leviticus and the text deciphered is completely identical with the consonantal framework of 
the Masoretic Text.[5] The En-Gedi scroll is the first time a biblical scroll has been discovered in an ancient 
synagogue's holy ark, where it would have been stored for prayers, and not in desert caves like the Dead 
Sea Scrolls.[6] 
 
The Masoretic Text was primarily copied, edited and distributed by a group of Jews known as 
the Masoretes between the 7th and 10th centuries CE. Though the consonants differ little from the text 
generally accepted in the early 2nd century (and also differ little from some Qumran texts that are even 
older), it has numerous differences of both greater and lesser significance when compared to the 
manuscripts of the Septuagint, a Greek translation (about 1000 years older than the MT that was made 
in the 3rd to 2nd centuries BCE) of the Hebrew Scriptures that was in popular use in Egypt and Israel (and 
was used in the quotations in the New Testament, especially by Paul the Apostle).[7] 
 
The Hebrew word mesorah refers to the transmission of a tradition. In a very broad sense it can refer to 
the entire chain of Jewish tradition (see Oral law). This Jewish tradition is claimed (by Orthodox Judaism) 
to be unchanged and infallible. However, when one looks at some of the discussions in the Talmud, one 
can see that this tradition (mesorah) is not unchanged and infallible because the Talmud mentions 
different opinions and recollection of the law (Halacha).[8] Moreover in reference to the Masoretic Text, 
the word mesorah has a very specific meaning: the diacritic markings of the text of the Hebrew Bible and 
concise marginal notes in manuscripts (and later printings) of the Hebrew Bible which note textual details, 
usually about the precise spelling of words. 
 
The oldest extant manuscripts of the Masoretic Text date from approximately the 9th century 
CE.[9] The Aleppo Codex (once the oldest known complete copy of the Masoretic Text, but now missing 
its Torah section) dates from the 10th century. 
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The Nash Papyrus (2nd century BCE) contains a portion of a pre-Masoretic Text, specifically the Ten 
Commandments and the Shema Yisrael prayer. 

8.1 Origin and transmission 

 

The inter-relationship between various significant ancient manuscripts of the Old Testament (some identified by their sigla). Mt here 
denotes the Masoretic Text; LXX, the original Septuagint. 

The Talmud and Karaite manuscripts[10] state that a standard copy of the Hebrew Bible was kept in the 
court of the Temple in Jerusalem for the benefit of copyists; there were paid correctors of Biblical books 
among the officers of the Temple (Talmud, tractate Ketubot 106a).[11] This copy is mentioned in the Letter 

of Aristeas (§ 30; comp. Blau, Studien zum Althebr. Buchwesen, p. 100), in the statements 
of Philo (preamble to his "Analysis of the Political Constitution of the Jews"), and also in Josephus (Contra 

Ap. i. 8).[10][11] 
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A Talmudic story, perhaps referring to an earlier time, relates that three Torah scrolls were found in the 
Temple court but were at variance with each other. The differences were then resolved by majority 
decision among the three.[12] 

8.2 Second Temple period 

The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran, dating from c. 150 BCE-75 CE, shows that in this period 
there was not always the scrupulous uniformity of text that was so stressed in later centuries. According 
to Menachem Cohen, the Dead Sea scrolls decided these issues 'by showing that there was indeed a 
Hebrew text-type on which the Septuagint-translation was based and which differed substantially from 
the received MT'.[13] The scrolls show numerous small variations in orthography, both as against the later 
Masoretic text, and between each other. It is also evident from the notings of corrections and of variant 
alternatives that scribes felt free to choose according to their personal taste and discretion between 
different readings.[13] 
 
However, despite these variations, most of the Qumran fragments can be classified as being closer to the 
Masoretic text than to any other text group that has survived. According to Lawrence Schiffman, 60% can 
be classed as being of proto-Masoretic type, and a further 20% Qumran style with bases in proto-
Masoretic texts, compared to 5% proto-Samaritantype, 5% Septuagintal type, and 10% non-
aligned.[14] Joseph Fitzmyer noted the following regarding the findings at Qumran Cave 4 in particular: 
"Such ancient recensional forms of Old Testament books bear witness to an unsuspected textual diversity 
that once existed; these texts merit far greater study and attention than they have been accorded till now. 
Thus, the differences in the Septuagint are no longer considered the result of a poor or tendentious 
attempt to translate the Hebrew into the Greek; rather they testify to a different pre-Christian form of 
the Hebrew text".[15] On the other hand, some of the fragments conforming most accurately to the 
Masoretic text were found in Cave 4.[16] 

8.3 Rabbinic period 

An emphasis on minute details of words and spellings, already used among the Pharisees as bases for 
argumentation, reached its height with the example of Rabbi Akiva (died 135 CE). The idea of a perfect 
text sanctified in its consonantal base quickly spread throughout the Jewish communities via supportive 
statements in Halakha, Aggadah, and Jewish thought;[13] and with it increasingly forceful strictures that a 
deviation in even a single letter would make a Torah scroll invalid.[17] Very few manuscripts are said to 
have survived the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE.[18] This both drastically reduced the number of 
variants in circulation, and gave a new urgency that the text must be preserved. New Greek translations 
were also made. Unlike the Septuagint, large-scale deviations in sense between the Greek of Aquila of 
Sinope and Theodotion and what we now know as the Masoretic text are minimal. Detailed variations 
between different Hebrew texts in use still clearly existed though, as witnessed by differences between 
the present-day Masoretic text and versions mentioned in the Gemara, and often 
even halachic midrashim based on spelling versions which do not exist in the current Masoretic text.[13] 

8.4 The Age of the Masoretes 

The current received text finally achieved predominance through the reputation of the Masoretes; these 
were schools of scribes and Torah scholars working between the 7th and 11th centuries, based primarily 
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in the Land of Israel in the cities of Tiberias and Jerusalem, and in Babylonia. According to Menachem Cohen 
these schools developed such prestige for the accuracy and error-control of their copying techniques that 
their texts established an authority beyond all others.[13] Differences remained, sometimes bolstered by 
systematic local differences in pronunciation and cantillation. Every locality, following the tradition of its 
school, had a standard codex embodying its readings. In Babylonia the school of Sura differed from that 
of Nehardea; and similar differences existed in the schools of the Land of Israel as against that at Tiberias, 
which in later times increasingly became the chief seat of learning. It was during this period that living oral 
tradition ceased, and the Masoretes in preparing their codices usually followed the one school or the 
other, examining, however, standard codices of other schools and noting their differences.[11] 
 

Ben Asher and ben Naphtali 

 
In the first half of the 10th century, Aaron ben Moses ben Asher and Ben Naphtali were the leading 
Masoretes in Tiberias. Their names have come to symbolize the variations among Masoretes, but the 
differences between ben Asher and ben Naphtali should not be exaggerated. There are hardly any 
differences between them regarding the consonants, though they differ more on vocalization and accents. 
There were also other authorities such as Rabbi Pinchas and Moshe Moheh, and ben Asher and ben 
Naphtali often agree against these others. Further, it is possible that all variations found among 
manuscripts eventually came to be regarded as disagreements between these figureheads. Ben Asher 
wrote a standard codex[11] (the Aleppo Codex) embodying his opinions. Probably ben Naphtali did too, but 
it has not survived.  
 
It has been suggested that there never was an actual "ben Naphtali"; rather, the name was chosen (based 
on the Bible, where Asher and Naphtali are the younger sons of Zilpah and Bilhah) to designate any 
tradition different from ben Asher's.  Ben Asher was the last of a distinguished family of Masoretes 
extending back to the latter half of the 8th century. Despite the rivalry of ben Naphtali and the opposition 
of Saadia Gaon, the most eminent representative of the Babylonian school of criticism, ben Asher's codex 
became recognized as the standard text of the Bible.[11] Most of the secular scholars conclude that Aaron 
ben Asher was a Karaite, though there is evidence against this view.[19] 

8.5 The Middle Ages 

The two rival authorities, ben Asher and ben Naphtali, practically brought the Masorah annotational 
tradition to a close. Very few additions were made by the later Masoretes, styled in the 13th and 14th 
centuries Naḳdanim, who revised the works of the copyists, added the vowels and accents (generally in 
fainter ink and with a finer pen) and frequently the Masorah.[11] 
 
Considerable influence on the development and spread of Masoretic literature was exercised during the 
eleventh, twelfth, and 13th centuries by the Franco-German school of Tosafists. Rabbi Gershom ben Judah, 
his brother Machir ben Judah, Joseph ben Samuel Bonfils (Tob 'Elem) of Limoges, Rabbeinu Tam (Jacob ben 
Meïr), Menahem ben Perez of Joigny, Perez ben Elijah of Corbeil, Marne, Judah ben Isaac Messer Leon, Meïr 

Spira, and Rabbi Meir of Rothenburg made Masoretic compilations, or additions to the subject, which are 
all more or less frequently referred to in the marginal glosses of Biblical codices and in the works of 
Hebrew grammarians.[11] 
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8.6 Masorah 

 

A page from the Aleppo Codex, showing the extensive marginal annotations. 

By long tradition, a ritual Sefer Torah (Torah scroll) could contain only the Hebrew consonantal text – with 
nothing added, nothing taken away. The Masoretic codices however, provide extensive additional 
material, called masorah, to show correct pronunciation and cantillation, protect against scribal errors, 
and annotate possible variants. The manuscripts thus include vowel points, pronunciation 
marks and stress accents in the text, short annotations in the side margins, and longer more extensive 
notes in the upper and lower margins and collected at the end of each book. 
 
These notes were added because the Masoretes recognized the possibility of human error in copying the 
Hebrew Bible. The Masoretes were not working with the original Hebrew manuscripts of the Bible. 
Corruptions had already crept into the versions they copied from to make more copies.[20] 

8.6.1 Etymology 

The Hebrew word masorah is taken from the Book of Ezekiel 20:37 and means originally "legcuffs". The 
fixation of the text was considered to be in the nature of legcuffs upon its exposition. When, in the course 
of time, the Masorah had become a traditional discipline, the term became connected with the Hebrew 
verb M-S-R "to hand down" and acquired the general meaning of "tradition."[11] 

8.6.2 Language and form 

The language of the Masoretic notes is primarily Aramaic but partly Hebrew. The Masoretic annotations 
are found in various forms: (a) in separate works, e.g., the Oklah we-Oklah, and (b) in the form of notes 
written in the margins and at the end of codices. In rare cases, the notes are written between the lines. 
The first word of each Biblical book is also as a rule surrounded by notes. The latter are called the Initial 
Masorah; the notes on the side margins or between the columns are called the Small (Masora parva or 
Mp) or Inner Masorah (Masora marginalis); and those on the lower and upper margins, the Large or Outer 
Masorah (Masora magna or Mm [Mas.M]). The name "Large Masorah" is applied sometimes to the 
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lexically arranged notes at the end of the printed Bible, usually called the Final Masorah,[11] (Masora 

finalis), or the Masoretic Concordance.  
 
The Small Masorah consists of brief notes with reference to marginal readings, to statistics showing the 
number of times a particular form is found in Scripture, to full and defective spelling, and to abnormally 
written letters. The Large Masorah is more copious in its notes. The Final Masorah comprises all the longer 
rubrics for which space could not be found in the margin of the text, and is arranged alphabetically in the 
form of a concordance. The quantity of notes the marginal Masorah contains is conditioned by the amount 
of vacant space on each page. In the manuscripts, it varies also with the rate at which the copyist was paid 
and the fanciful shape he gave to his gloss.[11] 
 
There was accordingly an independent Babylonian Masora which differed from the Palestinian one in 
terminology and to some extent in order. The Masora is concise in style with a profusion of abbreviations, 
requiring a considerable amount of knowledge for their full understanding. It was quite natural that a later 
generation of scribes would no longer understand the notes of the Masoretes and consider them 
unimportant; by the late medieval period they were reduced to mere ornamentation of the manuscripts. 
It was Jacob ben Chayyim who restored clarity and order to them.[21] 
 
In most manuscripts, there are some discrepancies between the text and the Masorah, suggesting that 
they were copied from different sources, or that one of them has copying errors. The lack of such 
discrepancies in the Aleppo Codex is one of the reasons for its importance; the scribe who copied the 
notes, presumably Aaron ben Moses ben Asher, probably wrote them originally.  

8.6.3 Numerical Masorah 

In classical antiquity, copyists were paid for their work according to the number of stichs (lines of verse) 
that they produced. As the prose books of the Bible were hardly ever written in stichs, the copyists, in 
order to estimate the amount of work, had to count the letters.[11] For the Masoretic Text, such statistical 
information more importantly also ensured accuracy in the transmission of the text with the production 
of subsequent copies that were done by hand.  
 
Hence the Masoretes contributed the Numerical Masorah.[11] These notes are traditionally categorized 
into two main groups: the marginal Masorah and the final Masorah. The category of marginal Masorah is 
further divided into the Masorah parva (small Masorah) in the outer side margins and the Masorah 

magna (large Masorah), traditionally located at the top and bottom margins of the text.  
 
The Masorah parva is a set of statistics in the outer side margins of the text. Beyond simply counting the 
letters, the Masorah parva consists of word-use statistics, similar documentation for expressions or 
certain phraseology, observations on full or defective writing, references to the Kethiv-Qere readings and 
more. These observations are also the result of a passionate zeal to safeguard the accurate transmission 
of the sacred text.  Even though often cited as very exact, the Masoretic "frequency notes" in the margin 
of Codex Leningradiensis contain several errors.[22][23][24] The Masorah magna, in measure, is an 
expanded Masorah parva. It is not printed in the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS).  
 
The final Masorah is located at the end of all biblical books or after certain sections of the text, such as at 
the end of the Torah. It contains information and statistics regarding the number of words in a book or 
section, etc. Thus, Book of Leviticus 8:23 is the middle verse in the Pentateuch. The collation of 
manuscripts and the noting of their differences furnished material for the Text-Critical Masorah. The close 
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relation which existed in earlier times (from the Soferim to the Amoraim inclusive) between the teacher 
of tradition and the Masorete, both frequently being united in one person, accounts for the Exegetical 
Masorah. Finally, the invention and introduction of a graphic system of vocalization and accentuation gave 
rise to the Grammatical Masorah.[11] 
 
The most important of the Masoretic notes are those that detail the Qere and Ketiv that are located in 
the Masorah parva in the outside margins of BHS. Given that the Masoretes would not alter the sacred 
consonantal text, the Kethiv-Qere notes were a way of "correcting" or commenting on the text for any 
number of reasons (grammatical, theological, aesthetic, etc.) deemed important by the copyist.[25] 

8.7 Fixing of the text 

The earliest labors of the Masoretes included standardizing division of the text into books, sections, 
paragraphs, verses, and clauses (probably in the chronological order here enumerated); the fixing of the 
orthography, pronunciation, and cantillation; the introduction or final adoption of the square characters 
with the five final letters; some textual changes to guard against blasphemy and the like (though these 
changes may pre-date the Masoretes – see Tikkune Soferim below); the enumeration of letters, words, 
verses, etc., and the substitution of some words for others in public reading.[11] 
 
Since no additions were allowed to be made to the official text of the Bible, the early Masoretes adopted 
other expedients: e.g., they marked the various divisions by spacing, and gave indications of halakic and 
haggadic teachings by full or defective spelling, abnormal forms of letters, dots, and other signs. Marginal 
notes were permitted only in private copies, and the first mention of such notes is found in the case of R. 
Meïr (c. 100–150 CE).[11] 

8.8 Scribal emendations – Tikkune Soferim 

Early rabbinic sources, from around 200 CE, mention several passages of Scripture in which the conclusion 
is inevitable that the ancient reading must have differed from that of the present text. The explanation of 
this phenomenon is given in the expression "Scripture has used euphemistic language", i.e. to 
avoid anthropomorphism and anthropopathism.[11] 
 
Rabbi Simon ben Pazzi (3rd century) calls these readings "emendations of the Scribes" (tikkune Soferim; 
Midrash Genesis Rabbah xlix. 7), assuming that the Scribes actually made the changes. This view was 
adopted by the later Midrash and by the majority of Masoretes.  
 
In Masoretic works these changes are ascribed to Ezra; to Ezra and Nehemiah; to Ezra and the Soferim; or 
to Ezra, Nehemiah, Zechariah, Haggai, and Baruch. All these ascriptions mean one and the same thing: 
that the changes were assumed to have been made by the Men of the Great Synagogue.[11] 
 
The term tikkun Soferim has been understood by different scholars in various ways. Some regard it as a 
correction of Biblical language authorized by the Soferim for homiletical purposes. Others take it to mean 
a mental change made by the original writers or redactors of Scripture; i.e. the latter shrank from putting 
in writing a thought which some of the readers might expect them to express.[11] 

 
The assumed emendations are of four general types: 
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• Removal of unseemly expressions used in reference to God; e.g., the substitution of ("to 
bless") for ("to curse") in certain passages. 

• Safeguarding of the Tetragrammaton; e.g. substitution of "Elohim" or "Adonai" for 
"YHWH" in some passages. 

• Removal of application of the names of pagan gods, e.g. the change of the name "Ishbaal" 
to "Ish-bosheth." 

• Safeguarding the unity of divine worship at Jerusalem.[11] 

8.8.1 Mikra and ittur 

Among the earliest technical terms used in connection with activities of the Scribes are the mikra 

Soferim and ittur Soferim. In the geonic schools, the first term was taken to signify certain vowel-changes 
which were made in words in pause or after the article; the second, the cancellation in a few passages of 
the "vav" conjunctive, where it had by some been wrongly read. The objection to such an explanation is 
that the first changes would fall under the general head of fixation of pronunciation, and the second under 
the head of Qere and Ketiv (i.e. "What is read" and "What is written"). Various explanations have, 
therefore, been offered by ancient as well as modern scholars without, however, succeeding in furnishing 
a completely satisfactory solution.[11] 

8.8.2 Suspended letters and dotted words 

There are four words having one of their letters suspended above the line. One of them, miyshah  (Judges 
18:30), is due to an alteration of the original m-sh-h out of reverence for Moses; rather than say that 
Moses' grandson became an idolatrous priest, a suspended letter nun ( נ ) was inserted to turn Mosheh 
into Menasheh (Manasseh). The origin of the other three (Psalms 80:14; Job 38:13, 38:15) is doubtful. 
According to some, they are due to mistaken majuscular letters; according to others, they are later 
insertions of originally omitted weak consonants.[11] 
 
In fifteen passages in the Bible, some words are stigmatized; i.e., dots appear above the letters. (Genesis 
16:5, 18:9, 19:33, 33:4, 37:12; also Numbers 3:39, 9:10, 21:30, 29:15; and Deuteronomy 29:28, 2 Samuel 
19:20, Isaiah 44:9, Ezekiel 41:20, 46:22, Psalms 27:13) The significance of the dots is disputed. Some hold 
them to be marks of erasure; others believe them to indicate that in some collated manuscripts the 
stigmatized words were missing, hence that the reading is doubtful; still others contend that they are 
merely a mnemonic device to indicate homiletic explanations which the ancients had connected with 
those words; finally, some maintain that the dots were designed to guard against the omission by copyists 
of text-elements which, at first glance or after comparison with parallel passages, seemed to be 
superfluous. Instead of dots some manuscripts exhibit strokes, vertical or else horizontal. The first two 
explanations are unacceptable for the reason that such faulty readings would belong to Qere and Ketiv, 
which, in case of doubt, the majority of manuscripts would decide. The last two theories have equal 
probability.[11] 

8.8.3 Inverted letters 

In nine passages of the Masoretic Text are found signs usually called inverted nuns, because they resemble 
the Hebrew letter nun ( נ )[11] written in some inverted fashion. The exact shape varies between different 
manuscripts and printed editions. In many manuscripts, a reversed nun is found—referred to as a nun 

hafucha by the masoretes. In some earlier printed editions, they are shown as the standard nun upside 
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down or rotated, because the printer did not want to bother to design a character to be used only nine 
times. The recent scholarly editions of the Masoretic Text show the reversed nun as described by the 
masoretes. In some manuscripts, however, other symbols are occasionally found instead. These are 
sometimes referred to in rabbinical literature as simaniyot (markers).  
 
The primary set of inverted nuns is found surrounding the text of Numbers 10:35–36. The Mishna notes 
that this text is 85 letters long and dotted. This demarcation of this text leads to the later use of the 
inverted nun markings. Saul Lieberman demonstrated that similar markings can be found in ancient Greek 
texts where they are also used to denote 'short texts'. During the Medieval period, the inverted nuns were 
actually inserted into the text of the early Rabbinic Bibles published by Bomberg in the early 16th century. 
The Talmud records that the markings surrounding Numbers 10:35–36 were thought to denote that this 
85 letter text was not in its proper place.  
 
Bar Kappara considered the Torah known to us as composed of seven volumes in the Gemara "The seven 
pillars with which Wisdom built her house (Prov. 9:1) are the seven Books of Moses". Genesis, Exodus and 
Leviticus and Deuteronomy as we know them, but Numbers was really three separate volumes Numbers 
1:1–10:35 followed by Numbers 10:35–36 and the third text from there to the end of Numbers.  
 
The 85 letter text is also said to be denoted because it is the model for the least number of letters which 
constitute a 'text' which one would be required to save from fire due to its holiness.  

8.9 History of the Masorah 

The history of the Masorah may be divided into three periods: (1) creative period, from its beginning to 
the introduction of vowel-signs; (2) reproductive period, from the introduction of vowel-signs to the 
printing of the Masorah[11] (1525); (3) critical period, from 1525 to the present time. The materials for the 
history of the first period are scattered remarks in Talmudic and Midrashic literature, in the post-
Talmudical treatises Masseket Sefer Torah and Masseket Soferim, and in a Masoretic chain of tradition 
found in ben Asher's Diḳduḳe ha-Ṭe'amim, § 69 and elsewhere.[11] 

8.10 Critical study 

Jacob ben Hayyim ibn Adonijah, having collated a vast number of manuscripts, systematized his material 
and arranged the Masorah in the second Bomberg edition of the Bible (Venice, 1524–25). Besides 
introducing the Masorah into the margin, he compiled at the close of his Bible a concordance of the 
Masoretic glosses for which he could not find room in a marginal form, and added an elaborate 
introduction – the first treatise on the Masorah ever produced. In spite of its numerous errors, this work 
has been considered by some as the "Textus Receptus" of the Masorah[11] (Würthwein 1995:39), and was 
used for the English translation of the Old Testament for the King James Version.  
 
Next to Ibn Adoniyah, the critical study of the Masorah has been most advanced by Elia Levita, who 
published his famous "Massoret ha-Massoret" in 1538. The Tiberias of the elder Johannes Buxtorf (1620) 
made Levita's researches more accessible to a Christian audience. The eighth introduction to 
Walton's Polyglot Bible is largely a reworking of the Tiberias. Levita compiled likewise a vast Masoretic 
concordance, Sefer ha-Zikronot, which still lies in the National Library at Paris unpublished. The study is 
indebted also to R. Meïr b. Todros ha-Levi (RaMaH), who, as early as the 13th century, wrote his Sefer 

Massoret Seyag la-Torah (correct ed. Florence, 1750); to Menahem Lonzano, who composed a treatise on 
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the Masorah of the Pentateuch entitled "Or Torah"; and in particular to Jedidiah Norzi, whose "Minḥat 
Shai" contains valuable Masoretic notes based on a careful study of manuscripts.[11] 
 
The Dead Sea Scrolls have shed new light on the history of the Masoretic Text. Many texts found there, 
especially those from Masada, are quite similar to the Masoretic Text, suggesting that an ancestor of the 
Masoretic Text was indeed extant as early as the 2nd century BCE. However, other texts, including many 
of those from Qumran, differ substantially, indicating that the Masoretic Text was but one of a diverse set 
of Biblical writings (Lane Fox 1991:99–106; Tov 1992:115). However, the proto-Masoretic textual tradition 
is arguably the preeminent source because of its assumed association with the scribal school in Jerusalem. 
Among the rejected books by both the Judaic and Catholic canons was found the Book of Enoch, 
the Community Rule (1QS) and War of the Sons of Light Against the Sons of Darkness (1QM).[26] 

8.11 Some important editions 

There have been very many published editions of the Masoretic Text, some of the most important being: 

• Daniel Bomberg, ed. Jacob ben Hayyim ibn Adonijah, 1524–1525, Venice. The 
second Rabbinic Bible served as the base for all future editions. This was the source text 
used by the translators of the King James Version in 1611, the New King James Version in 
1982, and the New Cambridge Paragraph Bible in 2005.[27] 

• Everard van der Hooght, 1705, Amsterdam and Utrecht. This was practically a reprint of 
the Athias-Leusden edition of 1667; but at the end it has variants taken from a number of 
printed editions. It has been much prized because of its excellent and clear type; but no 
manuscripts were used in its preparation. Nearly all 18th and 19th century Hebrew Bibles 
were almost exact reprints of this edition. 

• Benjamin Kennicott, 1776, Oxford. As well as the van der Hooght text, this included 
the Samaritan Pentateuch and a huge collection of variants from manuscripts and early 
printed editions; while this collection has many errors, it is still of some value. The 
collection of variants was corrected and extended by Giovanni Bernardo De Rossi (1784–
8), but his publications gave only the variants without a complete text. 

• Wolf Heidenheim, 1818, Frankfurt-am-Main. This edition (called Me'or Enayim) included 
the Five Books of Moses, Haftarot and Megillot. It had many differences from earlier 
editions in vowels, notes and lay-out, based on a comparison with old manuscripts and a 
correction of misprints based on analysis of grammatical principles. There were extensive 
textual notes justifying all these alterations. Heidenheim also divided each weekly 
Sabbath reading into seven sections (seven people should be called up each Sabbath), as 
there had been considerable variation in practice about where to make the divisions, and 
his divisions are now accepted by nearly all Ashkenazi communities. Samson Raphael 
Hirsch used this text (omitting the textual notes) in his own commentary, and it became 
the standard text in Germany. It was frequently reprinted there, again without the textual 
notes, up to World War II, and the edition of Jack Mazin (London, 1950) is an exact copy. 

• Max Letteris, 1852; 2nd edition, 1866 (published British and Foreign Bible Society). The 
1852 edition was yet another copy of van der Hooght. The 1866 edition, however, was 
carefully checked against old manuscripts and early printed editions, and has a very 
legible typeface. It is probably the most widely reproduced text of the Hebrew Bible in 
history, with many dozens of authorised reprints and many more pirated and 
unacknowledged ones.[28] 
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• Seligman Baer and Franz Delitzsch, 1869–1895 (Exodus to Deuteronomy never appeared) 

• Christian David Ginsburg, 1894; 2nd edition, 1908–1926. The first edition was very close 
to the second Bomberg edition, but with variants added from a number of manuscripts 
and all of the earliest printed editions, collated with far more care than the work of 
Kennicott; he did all the work himself. The second edition diverged slightly more from 
Bomberg, and collated more manuscripts; he did most of the work himself, but failing 
health forced him to rely partly on his wife and other assistants.[29] 

• Biblia Hebraica, first two editions, 1906, 1912; virtually identical to the second Bomberg 
edition, but with variants from Hebrew sources and early translations in the footnotes. 
Biblia Hebraica, third edition based on the Leningrad Codex, 1937; later reprints listed 
some variant readings from the Dead Sea Scrolls. 

• Umberto Cassuto, 1953 (based on Ginsburg 2nd edition, but revised based on the Aleppo 
Codex, Leningrad Codex and other early manuscripts) 

• Norman Snaith, 1958 (published British and Foreign Bible Society). Snaith based it on 
Sephardi manuscripts such as British Museum Or. 2626-28, and said that he had not relied 
on Letteris. However, it has been shown that he must have prepared his copy by 
amending a copy of Letteris, because while there are many differences, it has many of the 
same typographical errors as Letteris. Snaith's printer even went so far as to break printed 
vowels to match some accidentally broken characters in Letteris. Snaith combined the 
accent system of Letteris with the system found in Sephardi manuscripts, thereby creating 
accentuation patterns found nowhere else in any manuscript or printed edition. 

• Hebrew University Bible Project, 1965–current. Started by Moshe Goshen-Gottstein, this 
follows the text of the Aleppo Codex where extant and otherwise the Leningrad Codex. It 
includes a wide variety of variants from the Dead Sea Scrolls, Septuagint, early Rabbinic 
literature and selected early mediaeval manuscripts. So far, only Isaiah, Jeremiah and 
Ezekiel have been published. 

• The Koren Bible by Koren Publishers Jerusalem, 1962. The text was derived by comparing 
a number of printed Bibles, and following the majority when there were discrepancies. It 
was criticised by Moshe Goshen-Gottstein: "the publisher of the Koren Bible – who laid 
no claim to expertise in masoretic issues ... sought the help of three scholars, all of whom 
suffered from the same lack of masoretic expertise ... Basically, the Koren edition is hardly 
an edition like that of Dotan, but another rehash of the material prepared by ben 
Hayim."[30] 

• Aron Dotan, based on the Leningrad Codex but correcting obvious errors, 1976. 

• Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, revision of Biblia Hebraica (third edition), 1977. The 
second edition of Stuttgartensia (published 1983) was the source text for the Old 
Testament portion of the English Standard Version, published in 2001. 

• Mordechai Breuer, based on the Aleppo Codex, 1977–1982. 

• The Jerusalem Crown, 2001: this is a revised version of Breuer, and is the official version 
used in inaugurating the President of Israel 

• Biblia Hebraica Quinta, revision of Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia; fascicles published as of 
2016 are: Five Megilloth, Ezra and Nehemiah, Deuteronomy, Proverbs, Twelve Minor 
Prophets, Judges, Genesis. 
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9. Textual Criticism 

 

Carmina Cantabrigiensia, Manuscript C, folio 436v, 11th century 

Textual criticism is a branch of textual scholarship, philology, and literary criticism that is concerned with 
the identification of textual variants in either manuscripts or printed books. Scribes usually accidentally, 
but sometimes deliberately, make alterations when copying manuscripts by hand.[1] Given a manuscript 
copy, several or many copies, but not the original document, the textual critic might seek to reconstruct 
the original text (the archetype or autograph) as closely as possible. The same processes can be used to 
attempt to reconstruct intermediate versions, or recensions, of a document's transcription history.[2] The 
objective of the textual critic's work is a better understanding of the creation and historical transmission 
of texts. This understanding may lead to the production of a "critical edition" containing a scholarly 
curated text. 

There are many approaches to textual criticism, notably eclecticism, stemmatics, and copy-text editing. 
Quantitative techniques are also used to determine the relationships between witnesses to a text. In some 
domains (religious and classical text editing) the phrase "lower criticism" is used to describe the contrast 
between textual criticism and "higher criticism", which is the endeavor to establish the authorship, date, 
literary character, and place of composition of the original text. 

9.1 History 

Textual criticism has been practiced for over two thousand years. Early textual critics, especially the 
librarians of Hellenistic Alexandria in the last two centuries BC, were concerned with preserving the works 
of antiquity, and this continued through the medieval period into early modern times and the invention 
of the printing press. Textual criticism was an important aspect of the work of many Renaissance 
Humanists, such as Desiderius Erasmus, who edited the Greek New Testament. In Italy, scholars such 
as Petrarch and Poggio Bracciolini collected and edited many Latin manuscripts, while a new spirit of 
critical enquiry was boosted by the attention to textual states, for example in the work of Lorenzo Vallaon, 
the purported Donation of Constantine. 
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Many ancient works, such as the Bible and the Greek tragedies,] survive in hundreds of copies, and the 
relationship of each copy to the original may be unclear. Textual scholars have debated for centuries 
which sources are most closely derived from the original, hence which readings in those sources are 
correct. Although biblical books that are letters, like Greek plays, presumably had one original, the 
question of whether some biblical books, like the Gospels, ever had just one original has been discussed.[3] 

Interest in applying textual criticism to the Qur'an has also developed after the discovery of the Sana'a 
manuscripts in 1972, which possibly date back to the 7–8th centuries. 

In the English language, the works of Shakespeare have been a particularly fertile ground for textual 
criticism—both because the texts, as transmitted, contain a considerable amount of variation, and 
because the effort and expense of producing superior editions of his works have always been widely 
viewed as worthwhile.[4] The principles of textual criticism, although originally developed and refined for 
works of antiquity and the Bible, and, for Anglo-American Copy-Text editing, Shakespeare,[5] have been 
applied to many works, from (near-)contemporary texts to the earliest known written documents. 
Ranging from ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt to the twentieth century, textual criticism covers a period 
of about five millennia. 

9.2 Basic notions and objectives 

The basic problem, as described by Paul Maas, is as follows: 

We have no autograph [handwritten by the original author] manuscripts of the Greek and Roman classical 
writers and no copies which have been collated with the originals; the manuscripts we possess derive 
from the originals through an unknown number of intermediate copies, and are consequently of 
questionable trustworthiness. The business of textual criticism is to produce a text as close as possible to 
the original composition (constitutio textus).[6] 

Maas comments further that "A dictation revised by the author must be regarded as equivalent to an 
autograph manuscript". The lack of autograph manuscripts applies to many cultures other than Greek and 
Roman. In such a situation, a key objective becomes the identification of the first exemplar before any 
split in the tradition. That exemplar is known as the archetype. "If we succeed in establishing the text of 
[the archetype], the constitutio (reconstruction of the original) is considerably advanced.[7] 

The textual critic's ultimate objective is the production of a "critical edition". This contains the text that 
the author has determined most closely approximates the original, and is accompanied by an apparatus 

criticus, or critical apparatus. The critical apparatus presents the author's work in three parts: first, a list 
or description of the evidence that the editor used (names of manuscripts, or abbreviations called sigla); 
second, the editor's analysis of that evidence (sometimes a simple likelihood rating); and third, a record 
of rejected variants of the text (often in order of preference). [8] 

9.3 Process 

Before mechanical printing, literature was copied by hand, and many variations were introduced by 
copyists. The age of printing made the scribal profession effectively redundant. Printed editions, while 
less susceptible to the proliferation of variations likely to arise during manual transmission, are 
nonetheless not immune to introducing variations from an author's autograph. Instead of a scribe 
miscopying his source, a compositor or a printing shop may read or typeset a work in a way that differs 
from the autograph.[9] Since each scribe or printer commits different errors, reconstruction of the lost 
original is often aided by a selection of readings taken from many sources. An edited text that draws from 
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multiple sources is said to be eclectic. In contrast to this approach, some textual critics prefer to identify 
the single best surviving text, and not to combine readings from multiple sources.[10] 

 

Folio from Papyrus 46, containing 2 Corinthians 11:33–12:9 

When comparing different documents, or "witnesses", of a single, original text, the observed differences 
are called variant readings, or simply variants or readings. It is not always apparent which single variant 
represents the author's original work. The process of textual criticism seeks to explain how each variant 
may have entered the text, either by accident (duplication or omission) or intention (harmonization or 
censorship), as scribes or supervisors transmitted the original author's text by copying it. The textual 
critic's task, therefore, is to sort through the variants, eliminating those most likely to be un-original, 
hence establishing a "critical text", or critical edition, that is intended to best approximate the original. At 
the same time, the critical text should document variant readings, so the relation of extant witnesses to 
the reconstructed original is apparent to a reader of the critical edition. In establishing the critical text, 
the textual critic considers both "external" evidence (the age, provenance, and affiliation of each witness) 
and "internal" or "physical" considerations (what the author and scribes, or printers, were likely to have 
done).[3] 

The collation of all known variants of a text is referred to as a variorum, namely a work of textual criticism 
whereby all variations and emendations are set side by side so that a reader can track how textual 
decisions have been made in the preparation of a text for publication.[11] The Bible and the works 
of William Shakespeare have often been the subjects of variorum editions, although the same techniques 
have been applied with less frequency to many other works, such as Walt Whitman's Leaves of 
Grass,[12] and the prose writings of Edward Fitzgerald.[13] 

9.4 Eclecticism 

Eclecticism refers to the practice of consulting a wide diversity of witnesses to a particular original. The 
practice is based on the principle that the more independent transmission histories are, the less likely 
they will be to reproduce the same errors. What one omits, the others may retain; what one adds, the 
others are unlikely to add. Eclecticism allows inferences to be drawn regarding the original text, based on 
the evidence of contrasts between witnesses. 
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Eclectic readings also normally give an impression of the number of witnesses to each available reading. 
Although a reading supported by the majority of witnesses is frequently preferred, this does not follow 
automatically. For example, a second edition of a Shakespeare play may include an addition alluding to 
an event known to have happened between the two editions. Although nearly all subsequent manuscripts 
may have included the addition, textual critics may reconstruct the original without the addition. 

The result of the process is a text with readings drawn from many witnesses. It is not a copy of any 
particular manuscript, and may deviate from the majority of existing manuscripts. In a purely eclectic 
approach, no single witness is theoretically favored. Instead, the critic forms opinions about individual 
witnesses, relying on both external and internal evidence.[14] 

Since the mid-19th century, eclecticism, in which there is no a priori bias to a single manuscript, has been 
the dominant method of editing the Greek text of the New Testament (currently, the United Bible Society, 
5th ed. and Nestle-Aland, 28th ed.). Even so, the oldest manuscripts, being of the Alexandrian text-type, 
are the most favored, and the critical text has an Alexandrian disposition.[15] 

9.4.1 External evidence 

External evidence is evidence of each physical witness, its date, source, and relationship to other known 
witnesses. Critics will often prefer the readings supported by the oldest witnesses. Since errors tend to 
accumulate, older manuscripts should have fewer errors. Readings supported by a majority of witnesses 
are also usually preferred, since these are less likely to reflect accidents or individual biases. For the same 
reasons, the most geographically diverse witnesses are preferred. Some manuscripts show evidence that 
particular care was taken in their composition, for example, by including alternative readings in their 
margins, demonstrating that more than one prior copy (exemplar) was consulted in producing the current 
one. Other factors being equal, these are the best witnesses. The role of the textual critic is necessary 
when these basic criteria are in conflict. For instance, there will typically be fewer early copies, and a larger 
number of later copies. The textual critic will attempt to balance these criteria, to determine the original 
text. 

There are many other more sophisticated considerations. For example, readings that depart from the 
known practice of a scribe or a given period may be deemed more reliable, since a scribe is unlikely on his 
own initiative to have departed from the usual practice.[16] 

9.4.2 Internal evidence 

Internal evidence is evidence that comes from the text itself, independent of the physical characteristics 
of the document. Various considerations can be used to decide which reading is the most likely to be 
original. Sometimes these considerations can be in conflict.[16] 

Two common considerations have the Latin names lectio brevior (shorter reading) and lectio 

difficilior (more difficult reading). The first is the general observation that scribes tended to add words, 
for clarification or out of habit, more often than they removed them. The second, lectio difficilior 

potior (the harder reading is stronger), recognizes the tendency for harmonization—resolving apparent 
inconsistencies in the text. Applying this principle leads to taking the more difficult (unharmonized) 
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reading as being more likely to be the original. Such cases also include scribes simplifying and smoothing 
texts they did not fully understand.[17]1 

Another scribal tendency is called homoioteleuton, meaning "same endings". Homoioteleuton occurs 
when two words/phrases/lines end with the same sequence of letters. The scribe, having finished copying 
the first, skips to the second, omitting all intervening words. Homeoarchy refers to eye-skip when 
the beginnings of two lines are similar.[18] 

The critic may also examine the other writings of the author to decide what words and grammatical 
constructions match his style. The evaluation of internal evidence also provides the critic with information 
that helps him evaluate the reliability of individual manuscripts. Thus, the consideration of internal and 
external evidence is related.  

After considering all relevant factors, the textual critic seeks the reading that best explains how the other 
readings would arise. That reading is then the most likely candidate to have been original.  

NOTE—The following post comments on some of the difficulties presented by the criteria presented above 

(Peter M. Head, on 06/02/2009 at http://evangelicaltextualcriticism.blogspot.com/search?q=canon): 

To put the problem of evidence for lectio difficilior into context, Royse’s and Head’s studies showed 
the ratio of singular omissions to singular additions among early papyri running at about 75:25 (in 
percentage terms, or, for every three omissions you get one addition). That sort of evidence, to me, 
is incontrovertible - scribes omitted far more often than they added. 
 
But, my figures for lectio difficilior (based on over 2000 singular readings) show a ratio of over 200 
harder readings to about 10 easier readings (20:1), or putting it into percentages: 95% harder 
readings to 5% easier. Those sorts of ratios, to me, put lectio difficilior out of business. 
 
However, when I mention these sorts of figures to textual critics, most instinctively (think knee-jerk 
reaction) spring to the defence of the canon. The problem is that some of these defences are poorly-
thought-out, almost as if the canon must be defended at all costs. 
 
Let me give two examples: 
 
1. Easier readings would be more attractive to subsequent copyists, and more likely to be 
perpetuated, whereas harder readings are more likely to be later corrected. Therefore, the fact that 
harder readings predominate among singulars means little because the long-term effect on textual 
transmission would be in the opposite direction. To me, this objection (a) is circular reasoning, for it 
assumes what it should be proving (that scribes try to improve the text, rather than introduce further 
difficulties), (b) is not based on any evidence - the question of at what point a reading becomes so 
difficult that it tempted scribes to alter it should be one for evidence to determine, not armchair 
speculators, and (c) it puts the canon beyond the reach of any contrary evidence. It is like the story 

                                                           
1 The following critique is pertinent to the preceding paragraph (Rev. Steve Bauer, 08/07/2017):    
“It might be good to note that both the 'lectio brevior' and 'lectio difficilior' have come under 
extensive scrutiny lately. Several contributors to "The text of the new testament in contemporary 
research" volume and Tov in his TC book have questioned the validity of these two criteria. When it 
comes to the shorter reading, the thought was initially that the impulse would have been to add for 
the sake of harmonization. However, as Royse pointed out, in the Papyri again and again we see the 
opposite. They seemingly applied the rule: when in doubt, throw it out. So the shorter reading rule 
isn't nearly as fixed as we once thought. So also, as Tov ( in OT circles) and others (in NT circles) 
note, if a mistake in copying were introduced into a copy, in the next generation of copies, that 
mistake, by definition, would be the more difficult reading. That (obviously) vitiates against the 
conclusion that the more difficult reading is the best one.” 
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of the man whistling in Chicago who said he was whistling to keep the tigers away. When it was 
pointed out that there were no tigers in Chicago, he replied: ‘See, it works’. 
 
2. A second defence involves introducing the issue of intentionality by claiming that lectio difficilior 
only applies to intentional changes. This defence, likewise, brings with it questions and problems. (1) 
It apears to commit the fallacy of the excluded middle - it ignores the possibility that a reading might 
have been created in more than one stage, as a result of a wandering mind or as a salvage reading 
of an earlier nonsense reading. (2) Even if we cull nonsense readings and cases of hom. from the 
count (as likely to be unintentional changes), we are still left with easier readings as an extreme 
minority, for the great majority of singular readings remaining are neutral or harder. This leaves the 
‘nuanced’ defender of lectio difficilior with a conundrum. Either intentional changes to the text rarely 
seem to result in an improved text or, alternatively, the vast majority of textual changes must have 
been unintentional (even though they appear otherwise). Either way, the objection (and lectio 
difficilior) fails. In short, the objection does not dispose of anywhere near enough evidence to stand. 

9.4.3 Canons of textual criticism 

 

Luke 11:2 in Codex Sinaiticus 

Various scholars have developed guidelines, or canons of textual criticism, to guide the exercise of the 
critic's judgment in determining the best readings of a text. One of the earliest was Johann Albrecht 
Bengel (1687–1752), who in 1734 produced an edition of the Greek New Testament. In his commentary, 
he established the rule Proclivi scriptioni praestat ardua, ("the harder reading is to be preferred").[19] 

Johann Jakob Griesbach (1745–1812) published several editions of the New Testament. In his 1796 
edition,[20] he established fifteen critical rules. Among them was a variant of Bengel's rule, Lectio difficilior 

potior, "the harder reading is better." Another was Lectio brevior praeferenda, "the shorter reading is 
better", based on the idea that scribes were more likely to add than to delete.[21] This rule cannot be 
applied uncritically, as scribes may omit material inadvertently. 

Brooke Foss Westcott (1825–1901) and Fenton J. A. Hort (1828–1892) published an edition of the New 
Testament in Greek in 1881. They proposed nine critical rules, including a version of Bengel's rule, "The 
reading is less likely to be original that shows a disposition to smooth away difficulties." They also argued 
that "Readings are approved or rejected by reason of the quality, and not the number, of their supporting 
witnesses", and that "The reading is to be preferred that most fitly explains the existence of the others."[22] 

Many of these rules, although originally developed for biblical textual criticism, have wide applicability to 
any text susceptible to errors of transmission. 

9.4.4 Limitations of eclecticism 

Since the canons of criticism are highly susceptible to interpretation, and at times even contradict each 
other, they may be employed to justify a result that fits the textual critic's aesthetic or theological agenda. 
Starting in the 19th century, scholars sought more rigorous methods to guide editorial judgment. 
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Stemmatics and copy-text editing – while both eclectic, in that they permit the editor to select readings 
from multiple sources – sought to reduce subjectivity by establishing one or a few witnesses presumably 
as being favored by "objective" criteria. The citing of sources used, and alternate readings, and the use of 
original text and images helps readers and other critics determine to an extent the depth of research of 
the critic, and to independently verify their work. 

9.5 Stemmatics 

9.5.1 Overview 

 

Scheme of descent of the manuscripts of Pseudo-Apuleius Herbarius by Henry E. Sigerist (1927) 

Stemmatics or stemmatology is a rigorous approach to textual criticism. Karl Lachmann (1793–1851) 
greatly contributed to making this method famous, even though he did not invent it.[23] The method takes 
its name from the word stemma. The Ancient Greek word στέμματα[24] and its loanword in classical 
Latin stemmata[24][25][26] may refer to "family trees". This specific meaning shows the relationships of the 
surviving witnesses (the first known example of such a stemma, albeit with the name, dates from 
1827).[27] The family tree is also referred to as a cladogram.[28] The method works from the principle that 
"community of error implies community of origin." That is, if two witnesses have a number of errors in 
common, it may be presumed that they were derived from a common intermediate source, called 
a hyparchetype. Relations between the lost intermediates are determined by the same process, placing 
all extant manuscripts in a family tree or stemma codicum descended from a single archetype. The process 
of constructing the stemma is called recension, or the Latin recensio.[29] 

Having completed the stemma, the critic proceeds to the next step, called selection or selectio, where the 
text of the archetype is determined by examining variants from the closest hyparchetypes to the 
archetype and selecting the best ones. If one reading occurs more often than another at the same level 
of the tree, then the dominant reading is selected. If two competing readings occur equally often, then 
the editor uses judgment to select the correct reading.[30] 

After selectio, the text may still contain errors, since there may be passages where no source preserves 
the correct reading. The step of examination, or examinatio is applied to find corruptions. Where the 
editor concludes that the text is corrupt, it is corrected by a process called "emendation", 
or emendatio (also sometimes called divinatio). Emendations not supported by any known source are 
sometimes called conjectural emendations.[31] 

The process of selectio resembles eclectic textual criticism, but applied to a restricted set of hypothetical 
hyparchetypes. The steps of examinatio and emendatio resemble copy-text editing. In fact, the other 
techniques can be seen as special cases of stemmatics in which a rigorous family history of the text cannot 
be determined but only approximated. If it seems that one manuscript is by far the best text, then copy 
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text editing is appropriate, and if it seems that a group of manuscripts are good, then eclecticism on that 
group would be proper.[32] 

The Hodges–Farstad edition of the Greek New Testament attempts to use stemmatics for some 
portions.[33] 

9.5.2 Phylogenetics 

 

Canterbury Tales, Woodcut 1484 

Phylogenetics is a technique borrowed from biology, where it was originally named phylogenetic 

systematics by Willi Hennig. In biology, the technique is used to determine the evolutionary relationships 
between different species.[34] In its application in textual criticism, the text of a number of different 
witnesses may be entered into a computer, which records all the differences between them, or derived 
from an existing apparatus. The manuscripts are then grouped according to their shared characteristics. 
The difference between phylogenetics and more traditional forms of statistical analysis is that, rather than 
simply arranging the manuscripts into rough groupings according to their overall similarity, phylogenetics 
assumes that they are part of a branching family tree and uses that assumption to derive relationships 
between them. This makes it more like an automated approach to stemmatics. However, where there is 
a difference, the computer does not attempt to decide which reading is closer to the original text, and so 
does not indicate which branch of the tree is the "root"—which manuscript tradition is closest to the 
original. Other types of evidence must be used for that purpose. 

Phylogenetics faces the same difficulty as textual criticism: the appearance of characteristics in 
descendants of an ancestor other than by direct copying (or miscopying) of the ancestor, for example 
where a scribe combines readings from two or more different manuscripts ("contamination"). The same 
phenomenon is widely present among living organisms, as instances of horizontal gene transfer (or lateral 
gene transfer) and genetic recombination, particularly among bacteria. Further exploration of the 
applicability of the different methods for coping with these problems across both living organisms and 
textual traditions is a promising area of study.[35] 

Software developed for use in biology has been applied successfully to textual criticism; for example, it is 
being used by the Canterbury Tales Project[36] to determine the relationship between the 84 surviving 
manuscripts and four early printed editions of The Canterbury Tales. Shaw's edition of Dante's Commedia 
uses phylogenetic and traditional methods alongside each other in a comprehensive exploration of 
relations among seven early witnesses to Dante's text.[37] 
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9.5.3 Limitations and criticism 

The stemmatic method assumes that each witness is derived from one, and only one, predecessor. If a 
scribe refers to more than one source when creating his copy, then the new copy will not clearly fall into 
a single branch of the family tree. In the stemmatic method, a manuscript that is derived from more than 
one source is said to be contaminated. 

The method also assumes that scribes only make new errors – they do not attempt to correct the errors 
of their predecessors. When a text has been improved by the scribe, it is said to be sophisticated, but 
"sophistication" impairs the method by obscuring a document's relationship to other witnesses, and 
making it more difficult to place the manuscript correctly in the stemma. 

The stemmatic method requires the textual critic to group manuscripts by commonality of error. It is 
required, therefore, that the critic can distinguish erroneous readings from correct ones. This assumption 
has often come under attack. W. W. Greg noted, "That if a scribe makes a mistake he will inevitably 
produce nonsense is the tacit and wholly unwarranted assumption."[38] 

Franz Anton Knittel defended the traditional point of view in theology and was against the modern textual 
criticism. He defended an authenticity of the Pericopa Adulterae (John 7:53–8:11), Comma Johanneum (1 
John 5:7), and Testimonium Flavianum. According to him Erasmus in his Novum Instrumentum omne did 
not incorporate the Comma from Codex Montfortianus, because of grammar differences, but 
used Complutensian Polyglotta. According to him the Comma was known for Tertullian.[39] 

The stemmatic method's final step is emendatio, also sometimes referred to as "conjectural emendation." 
But in fact, the critic employs conjecture at every step of the process. Some of the method's rules that are 
designed to reduce the exercise of editorial judgment do not necessarily produce the correct result. For 
example, where there are more than two witnesses at the same level of the tree, normally the critic will 
select the dominant reading. However, it may be no more than fortuitous that more witnesses have 
survived that present a particular reading. A plausible reading that occurs less often may, nevertheless, 
be the correct one.[40] 

Lastly, the stemmatic method assumes that every extant witness is derived, however remotely, from a 
single source. It does not account for the possibility that the original author may have revised his work, 
and that the text could have existed at different times in more than one authoritative version. 

9.6 Best-text editing 

The critic Joseph Bédier (1864–1938), who had worked with stemmatics, launched an attack on that 
method in 1928. He surveyed editions of medieval French texts that were produced with the stemmatic 
method, and found that textual critics tended overwhelmingly to produce bifid trees, divided into just two 
branches. He concluded that this outcome was unlikely to have occurred by chance, and that therefore, 
the method was tending to produce bipartite stemmas regardless of the actual history of the witnesses. 
He suspected that editors tended to favor trees with two branches, as this would maximize the 
opportunities for editorial judgment (as there would be no third branch to "break the tie" whenever the 
witnesses disagreed). He also noted that, for many works, more than one reasonable stemma could be 
postulated, suggesting that the method was not as rigorous or as scientific as its proponents had claimed. 

Bédier's doubts about the stemmatic method led him to consider whether it could be dropped altogether. 
As an alternative to stemmatics, Bédier proposed a Best-text editing method, in which a single textual 
witness, judged to be of a 'good' textual state by the editor, is emended as lightly as possible for manifest 
transmission mistakes, but left otherwise unchanged. This makes a Best-text edition essentially a 
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documentary edition. For an example one may refer to Eugene Vinaver's edition of the Winchester 
Manuscript of Malory's Le Morte D'Arthur 

9.7 Copy-text editing 

 
A page from Codex Vaticanus Graecus 1209 shows a medieval scribe (the marginal note between columns one and two) 

criticizing a predecessor for changing the text: "Fool and knave, leave the old reading, don't change it!"[41] 

 

When copy-text editing, the scholar fixes errors in a base text, often with the help of other witnesses. 
Often, the base text is selected from the oldest manuscript of the text, but in the early days of printing, 
the copy text was often a manuscript that was at hand. 

Using the copy-text method, the critic examines the base text and makes corrections (called emendations) 
in places where the base text appears wrong to the critic. This can be done by looking for places in the 
base text that do not make sense or by looking at the text of other witnesses for a superior reading. Close-
call decisions are usually resolved in favor of the copy-text. 

The first published, printed edition of the Greek New Testament was produced by this method. Erasmus, 
the editor, selected a manuscript from the local Dominican monastery in Basle and corrected its obvious 
errors by consulting other local manuscripts. The Westcott and Hort text, which was the basis for 
the Revised Version of the English bible, also used the copy-text method, using the Codex Vaticanus as 
the base manuscript.[42] 

9.7.1 McKerrow's concept of copy-text 

The bibliographer Ronald B. McKerrow introduced the term copy-text in his 1904 edition of the works 
of Thomas Nashe, defining it as "the text used in each particular case as the basis of mine." McKerrow was 
aware of the limitations of the stemmatic method, and believed it was more prudent to choose one 
particular text that was thought to be particularly reliable, and then to emend it only where the text was 
obviously corrupt. The French critic Joseph Bédier likewise became disenchanted with the stemmatic 
method, and concluded that the editor should choose the best available text, and emend it as little as 
possible. 

In McKerrow's method as originally introduced, the copy-text was not necessarily the earliest text. In some 
cases, McKerrow would choose a later witness, noting that "if an editor has reason to suppose that a 
certain text embodies later corrections than any other, and at the same time has no ground for 
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disbelieving that these corrections, or some of them at least, are the work of the author, he has no choice 
but to make that text the basis of his reprint."[43] 

By 1939, in his Prolegomena for the Oxford Shakespeare, McKerrow had changed his mind about this 
approach, as he feared that a later edition – even if it contained authorial corrections – would "deviate 
more widely than the earliest print from the author's original manuscript." He therefore concluded that 
the correct procedure would be "produced by using the earliest "good" print as copy-text and inserting 
into it, from the first edition which contains them, such corrections as appear to us to be derived from the 
author." But, fearing the arbitrary exercise of editorial judgment, McKerrow stated that, having concluded 
that a later edition had substantive revisions attributable to the author, "we must accept all the alterations 
of that edition, saving any which seem obvious blunders or misprints."[44] 

9.7.2 W. W. Greg's rationale of copy-text 

Anglo-American textual criticism in the last half of the 20th century came to be dominated by a landmark 
1950 essay by Sir Walter W. Greg, "The Rationale of Copy-Text". Greg proposed: 

[A] distinction between the significant, or as I shall call them 'substantive', readings of the text, those 
namely that affect the author's meaning or the essence of his expression, and others, such in general 
as spelling, punctuation, word-division, and the like, affecting mainly its formal presentation, which 

may be regarded as the accidents, or as I shall call them 'accidentals', of the text.[45] 

Greg observed that compositors at printing shops tended to follow the "substantive" readings of their 
copy faithfully, except when they deviated unintentionally; but that "as regards accidentals they will 
normally follow their own habits or inclination, though they may, for various reasons and to varying 
degrees, be influenced by their copy."[46] 

He concluded: 

The true theory is, I contend, that the copy-text should govern (generally) in the matter of 
accidentals, but that the choice between substantive readings belongs to the general theory of 
textual criticism and lies altogether beyond the narrow principle of the copy-text. Thus it may 
happen that in a critical edition the text rightly chosen as copy may not by any means be the one 
that supplies most substantive readings in cases of variation. The failure to make this distinction 
and to apply this principle has naturally led to too close and too general a reliance upon the text 
chosen as basis for an edition, and there has arisen what may be called the tyranny of the copy-text, 

a tyranny that has, in my opinion, vitiated much of the best editorial work of the past generation.[47] 

Greg's view, in short, was that the "copy-text can be allowed no over-riding or even 
preponderant authority so far as substantive readings are concerned." The choice between reasonable 
competing readings, he said: 

Will be determined partly by the opinion the editor may form respecting the nature of the copy 
from which each substantive edition was printed, which is a matter of external authority; partly by 
the intrinsic authority of the several texts as judged by the relative frequency of manifest errors 
therein; and partly by the editor's judgment of the intrinsic claims of individual readings to 
originality — in other words their intrinsic merit, so long as by 'merit' we mean the likelihood of 

their being what the author wrote rather than their appeal to the individual taste of the editor.[48] 

Although Greg argued that an editor should be free to use his judgment to choose between competing 
substantive readings, he suggested that an editor should defer to the copy-text when "the claims of two 
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readings ... appear to be exactly balanced. ... In such a case, while there can be no logical reason for giving 
preference to the copy-text, in practice, if there is no reason for altering its reading, the obvious thing 
seems to be to let it stand."[49] The "exactly balanced" variants are said to be indifferent. 

Editors who follow Greg's rationale produce eclectic editions, in that the authority for the "accidentals" is 
derived from one particular source (usually the earliest one) that the editor considers to be authoritative, 
but the authority for the "substantives" is determined in each individual case according to the editor's 
judgment. The resulting text, except for the accidentals, is constructed without relying predominantly on 
any one witness. 

9.7.3 Greg–Bowers–Tanselle 

W. W. Greg did not live long enough to apply his rationale of copy-text to any actual editions of works. His 
rationale was adopted and significantly expanded by Fredson Bowers(1905–1991). Starting in the 
1970s, G. Thomas Tanselle vigorously took up the method's defense and added significant contributions 
of his own. Greg's rationale as practiced by Bowers and Tanselle has come to be known as the "Greg–
Bowers" or the "Greg–Bowers–Tanselle" method. 

 

9.7.3.1 Application to works of all periods 
 

 

William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night's Dream (First Folio) 

In his 1964 essay, "Some Principles for Scholarly Editions of Nineteenth-Century American Authors", 
Bowers said that "the theory of copy-text proposed by Sir Walter Greg rules supreme".[50] Bowers's 
assertion of "supremacy" was in contrast to Greg's more modest claim that "My desire is rather to provoke 
discussion than to lay down the law".[51] 

Whereas Greg had limited his illustrative examples to English Renaissance drama, where his expertise lay, 
Bowers argued that the rationale was "the most workable editorial principle yet contrived to produce a 
critical text that is authoritative in the maximum of its details whether the author 
be Shakespeare, Dryden, Fielding, Nathaniel Hawthorne, or Stephen Crane. The principle is sound 
without regard for the literary period."[52] For works where an author's manuscript survived – a case Greg 
had not considered – Bowers concluded that the manuscript should generally serve as copy-text. Citing 
the example of Nathaniel Hawthorne, he noted: 

When an author's manuscript is preserved, this has paramount authority, of course. Yet the fallacy 
is still maintained that since the first edition was proofread by the author, it must represent his final 
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intentions and hence should be chosen as copy-text. Practical experience shows the contrary. When 
one collates the manuscript of The House of the Seven Gables against the first printed edition, one 
finds an average of ten to fifteen differences per page between the manuscript and the print, many 
of them consistent alterations from the manuscript system of punctuation, capitalization, spelling, 
and word-division. It would be ridiculous to argue that Hawthorne made approximately three to four 
thousand small changes in proof, and then wrote the manuscript of The Blithedale 

Romance according to the same system as the manuscript of the Seven Gables, a system that he had 

rejected in proof.[53] 

Following Greg, the editor would then replace any of the manuscript readings with substantives from 
printed editions that could be reliably attributed to the author: "Obviously, an editor cannot simply reprint 
the manuscript, and he must substitute for its readings any words that he believes Hawthorne changed in 
proof."[53] 

9.7.3.2 Uninfluenced final authorial intention 

McKerrow had articulated textual criticism's goal in terms of "our ideal of an author's fair copy of his work 
in its final state".[54] Bowers asserted that editions founded on Greg's method would "represent the 
nearest approximation in every respect of the author's final intentions."[55] Bowers stated similarly that 
the editor's task is to "approximate as nearly as possible an inferential authorial fair copy."[56] Tanselle 
notes that, "Textual criticism ... has generally been undertaken with a view to reconstructing, as 
accurately as possible, the text finally intended by the author".[57] 

Bowers and Tanselle argue for rejecting textual variants that an author inserted at the suggestion of 
others. Bowers said that his edition of Stephen Crane's first novel, Maggie, presented "the author's final 
and uninfluenced artistic intentions."[58] In his writings, Tanselle refers to "unconstrained authorial 
intention" or "an author's uninfluenced intentions."[59] This marks a departure from Greg, who had merely 
suggested that the editor inquire whether a later reading "is one that the author can reasonably be 
supposed to have substituted for the former",[60] not implying any further inquiry as to why the author 
had made the change. 

Tanselle discusses the example of Herman Melville's Typee. After the novel's initial publication, Melville's 
publisher asked him to soften the novel's criticisms of missionaries in the South Seas. Although Melville 
pronounced the changes an improvement, Tanselle rejected them in his edition, concluding that "there is 
no evidence, internal or external, to suggest that they are the kinds of changes Melville would have made 
without pressure from someone else."[61] 

Bowers confronted a similar problem in his edition of Maggie. Crane originally printed the novel privately 
in 1893. To secure commercial publication in 1896, Crane agreed to remove profanity, but he also made 
stylistic revisions. Bowers's approach was to preserve the stylistic and literary changes of 1896, but to 
revert to the 1893 readings where he believed that Crane was fulfilling the publisher's intention rather 
than his own. There were, however, intermediate cases that could reasonably have been attributed to 
either intention, and some of Bowers's choices came under fire – both as to his judgment, and as to the 
wisdom of conflating readings from the two different versions of Maggie.[62] 

Hans Zeller argued that it is impossible to tease apart the changes Crane made for literary reasons and 
those made at the publisher's insistence: 

Firstly, in anticipation of the character of the expected censorship, Crane could be led to undertake 
alterations which also had literary value in the context of the new version. Secondly, because of the 
systematic character of the work, purely censorial alterations sparked off further alterations, 
determined at this stage by literary considerations. Again in consequence of the systemic character 
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of the work, the contamination of the two historical versions in the edited text gives rise to a third 
version. Though the editor may indeed give a rational account of his decision at each point on the 
basis of the documents, nevertheless to aim to produce the ideal text which Crane would have 
produced in 1896 if the publisher had left him complete freedom is to my mind just as unhistorical as 
the question of how the first World War or the history of the United States would have developed if 
Germany had not caused the USA to enter the war in 1917 by unlimited submarine combat. The 
nonspecific form of censorship described above is one of the historical conditions under which Crane 
wrote the second version of Maggie and made it function. From the text which arose in this way it is 
not possible to subtract these forces and influences, in order to obtain a text of the author's own. 
Indeed I regard the "uninfluenced artistic intentions" of the author as something which exists only in 
terms of aesthetic abstraction. Between influences on the author and influences on the text are all 

manner of transitions.[63] 

Bowers and Tanselle recognize that texts often exist in more than one authoritative version. Tanselle 
argues that: 

[T]wo types of revision must be distinguished: that which aims at altering the purpose, direction, or 
character of a work, thus attempting to make a different sort of work out of it; and that which aims 
at intensifying, refining, or improving the work as then conceived (whether or not it succeeds in doing 
so), thus altering the work in degree but not in kind. If one may think of a work in terms of a spatial 
metaphor, the first might be labeled "vertical revision," because it moves the work to a different 
plane, and the second "horizontal revision," because it involves alterations within the same plane. 
Both produce local changes in active intention; but revisions of the first type appear to be in 
fulfillment of an altered programmatic intention or to reflect an altered active intention in the work 

as a whole, whereas those of the second do not.[64] 

He suggests that where a revision is "horizontal" (i.e., aimed at improving the work as originally 
conceived), then the editor should adopt the author's later version. But where a revision is "vertical" (i.e., 
fundamentally altering the work's intention as a whole), then the revision should be treated as a new 
work, and edited separately on its own terms. 

9.7.3.3 Format for apparatus 

Bowers was also influential in defining the form of critical apparatus that should accompany a scholarly 
edition. In addition to the content of the apparatus, Bowers led a movement to relegate editorial matter 
to appendices, leaving the critically established text "in the clear", that is, free of any signs of editorial 
intervention. Tanselle explained the rationale for this approach: 

In the first place, an editor's primary responsibility is to establish a text; whether his goal is to 
reconstruct that form of the text which represents the author's final intention or some other form 
of the text, his essential task is to produce a reliable text according to some set of principles. 
Relegating all editorial matter to an appendix and allowing the text to stand by itself serves to 
emphasize the primacy of the text and permits the reader to confront the literary work without the 
distraction of editorial comment and to read the work with ease. A second advantage of a clear text 
is that it is easier to quote from or to reprint. Although no device can insure accuracy of quotation, 
the insertion of symbols (or even footnote numbers) into a text places additional difficulties in the 
way of the quoter. Furthermore, most quotations appear in contexts where symbols are 
inappropriate; thus when it is necessary to quote from a text which has not been kept clear of 
apparatus, the burden of producing a clear text of the passage is placed on the quoter. Even 
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footnotes at the bottom of the text pages are open to the same objection, when the question of a 

photographic reprint arises.[65] 

Some critics believe that a clear-text edition gives the edited text too great a prominence, relegating 
textual variants to appendices that are difficult to use, and suggesting a greater sense of certainty about 
the established text than it deserves. As Shillingsburg notes, "English scholarly editions have tended to 
use notes at the foot of the text page, indicating, tacitly, a greater modesty about the "established" text 
and drawing attention more forcibly to at least some of the alternative forms of the text".[66] 

9.7.3.4 The MLA's CEAA and CSE 

In 1963, the Modern Language Association of America (MLA) established the Center for Editions of 
American Authors (CEAA). The CEAA's Statement of Editorial Principles and Procedures, first published in 
1967, adopted the Greg–Bowers rationale in full. A CEAA examiner would inspect each edition, and only 
those meeting the requirements would receive a seal denoting "An Approved Text." 

Between 1966 and 1975, the Center allocated more than $1.5 million in funding from the National 
Endowment for the Humanities to various scholarly editing projects, which were required to follow the 
guidelines (including the structure of editorial apparatus) as Bowers had defined them.[67] According to 
Davis, the funds coordinated by the CEAA over the same period were more than $6 million, counting 
funding from universities, university presses, and other bodies.[68] 

The Center for Scholarly Editions (CSE) replaced the CEAA in 1976. The change of name indicated the shift 
to a broader agenda than just American authors. The Center also ceased its role in the allocation of funds. 
The Center's latest guidelines (2003) no longer prescribe a particular editorial procedure.[69] 

9.8 Application of textual criticism to religious documents 

All texts are subject to investigation and systematic criticism where the original verified first document is 
not available. Believers in sacred texts and scriptures sometimes are reluctant to accept any form of 
challenge to what they believe to be divine revelation. Some opponents and polemicists may look for any 
way to find fault with a particular religious text. Legitimate textual criticism may be resisted by both 
believers and skeptics. 

9.8.1 Qur'an 

Textual criticism of the Qur'an is a beginning area of study,[70][71] as Muslims have historically disapproved 
of higher criticism being applied to the Qur'an.[72] In some countries textual criticism can be seen as 
apostasy.[73] 

Muslims consider the original Arabic text to be the final revelation, revealed to Muhammad from AD 610 
to his death in 632. In Islamic tradition, the Qur'an was memorized and written down by Muhammad's 
companions and copied as needed. However, it is well known to scholars that: "written versions vary 
enormously in materials, format and aspect".[74][75] 

In the 1970s, 14,000 fragments of Qur'an were discovered in the Great Mosque of Sana'a, the Sana'a 
manuscripts. About 12,000 fragments belonged to 926 copies of the Qur'an, the other 2,000 were loose 
fragments. The oldest known copy of the Qur'an so far belongs to this collection: it dates to the end of 
the 7th–8th centuries. The important find uncovered many textual variants not known from the canonical 
7 (or 10 or 14) texts. 
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The examination by Gerd R. Puin, who led the restoration project, revealed "unconventional verse 
orderings, minor textual variations, and rare styles of orthography and artistic embellishment."[76] Recent 
authors have also proposed that the Qur'an may have been written in Arabic–Syriac.[77] 

9.8.2 Book of Mormon 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS Church) includes the Book of Mormon as a 
foundational reference. LDS members typically believe the book to be a literal historical record. 

Although some earlier unpublished studies had been prepared, not until the early 1970s was true textual 
criticism applied to the Book of Mormon. At that time BYU Professor Ellis Rasmussen and his associates 
were asked by the LDS Church to begin preparation for a new edition of the Holy Scriptures. One aspect 
of that effort entailed digitizing the text and preparing appropriate footnotes, another aspect required 
establishing the most dependable text. To that latter end, Stanley R. Larson (a Rasmussen graduate 
student) set about applying modern text critical standards to the manuscripts and early editions of the 
Book of Mormon as his thesis project – which he completed in 1974. To that end, Larson carefully 
examined the Original Manuscript (the one dictated by Joseph Smith to his scribes) and the Printer’s 
Manuscript (the copy Oliver Cowdery prepared for the Printer in 1829–1830), and compared them with 
the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd editions of the Book of Mormon to determine what sort of changes had occurred 
over time and to make judgments as to which readings were the most original.[78] Larson proceeded to 
publish a useful set of well-argued articles on the phenomena which he had discovered.[79] Many of his 
observations were included as improvements in the 1981 LDS edition of the Book of Mormon. 

By 1979, with the establishment of the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies (FARMS) as 
a California non-profit research institution, an effort led by Robert F. Smith began to take full account of 
Larson’s work and to publish a Critical Text of the Book of Mormon. Thus was born the FARMS Critical Text 
Project which published the first volume of the 3-volume Book of Mormon Critical Text in 1984. The third 
volume of that first edition was published in 1987, but was already being superseded by a second, revised 
edition of the entire work,[80] greatly aided through the advice and assistance of then Yale doctoral 
candidate Grant Hardy, Dr. Gordon C. Thomasson, Professor John W. Welch (the head of FARMS), 
Professor Royal Skousen, and others too numerous to mention here. However, these were merely 
preliminary steps to a far more exacting and all-encompassing project. 

In 1988, with that preliminary phase of the project completed, Professor Skousen took over as editor and 
head of the FARMS Critical Text of the Book of Mormon Project and proceeded to gather still scattered 
fragments of the Original Manuscript of the Book of Mormon and to have advanced photographic 
techniques applied to obtain fine readings from otherwise unreadable pages and fragments. He also 
closely examined the Printer’s Manuscript (owned by the Community of Christ—RLDS Church in 
Independence, Missouri) for differences in types of ink or pencil, in order to determine when and by whom 
they were made. He also collated the various editions of the Book of Mormon down to the present to see 
what sorts of changes have been made through time. 

Thus far, Professor Skousen has published complete transcripts of the Original and Printer’s 
Manuscripts,[81] as well as a six-volume analysis of textual variants.[82] Still in preparation are a history of 
the text, and a complete electronic collation of editions and manuscripts (volumes 3 and 5 of the Project, 
respectively). Yale University has in the meantime published an edition of the Book of Mormon which 
incorporates all aspects of Skousen’s research.[83] 

9.8.3 Hebrew Bible 
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11th-century manuscript of the Hebrew Bible with Targum 

Textual criticism of the Hebrew Bible compares manuscript versions of the following sources (dates refer 
to the oldest extant manuscripts in each family): 

Manuscript Examples Language 
Date of 

Composition 
Oldest Copy 

Dead Sea Scrolls 

Tanakh at 
Qumran 

Hebrew, Paleo Hebrewand 
Greek(Septuagint) 

c. 150 BCE – 
70 CE 

c. 150 BCE – 
70 CE 

Septuagint 

Codex 
Vaticanus, Codex 
Sinaiticus and 
other earlier 
papyri 

Greek 
300–100 
BCE 

2nd century 
BCE(fragments) 
4th century 
CE(complete) 

Peshitta 

 Syriac  

 early 5th 
century CE 

Vulgate 

 Latin  early 5th 
century CE 

Masoretic 

Aleppo 
Codex, Leningrad 
Codex and other 
incomplete mss 

Hebrew ca. 100 CE 10th century CE 

Samaritan 
Pentateuch 

Abisha Scroll of 
Nabus 

Hebrew in Samaritan alphabet 
200–100 
BCE 

Oldest extant 
mss c.11th 
century CE, 
oldest mss 
available to 
scholars 16th 
century CE, 
only torah 
contained 

Targum 

 Aramaic 

500–1000 
CE 

5th century CE 
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As in the New Testament, in particular in the Masoretic texts, changes, corruptions, and erasures have 
been found. This is ascribed to the fact that early soferim (scribes) did not treat copy errors in the same 
manner later on.[84] 

There are three separate new editions of the Hebrew Bible currently in development: Biblia Hebraica 

Quinta, the Hebrew University Bible, and the Oxford Hebrew Bible. Biblia Hebraica Quinta is 
a diplomatic edition based on the Leningrad Codex. The Hebrew University Bible is also diplomatic, but 
based on the Aleppo Codex. The Oxford Hebrew Bible is an eclectic edition.[85] 

Hebrew Bible as referenced by the Old Testament 

As far as the Hebrew Bible referenced by the Old Testament is concerned, almost all of the textual variants 
are fairly insignificant and hardly affect any doctrine. Professor Douglas Stuart states: "It is fair to say that 
the verses, chapters, and books of the Bible would read largely the same, and would leave the same 
impression with the reader, even if one adopted virtually every possible alternative reading to those now 
serving as the basis for current English translations."[86] 

9.8.4 New Testament 

The New Testament has been preserved in more than 5,800 Greek manuscripts, 10,000 Latin manuscripts 
and 9,300 manuscripts in various other ancient languages including Syriac, Slavic, Ethiopic and Armenian. 
There are approximately 300,000 textual variants among the manuscripts, most of them being the 
changes of word order and other comparative trivialities.[87][88] Thus, for over 250 years, New Testament 
scholars have argued that no textual variant affects any doctrine. Professor D. A. Carson states: "nothing 
we believe to be doctrinally true, and nothing we are commanded to do, is in any way jeopardized by the 
variants. This is true for any textual tradition. The interpretation of individual passages may well be called 
in question; but never is a doctrine affected."[87][89] 

The sheer number of witnesses presents unique difficulties, chiefly in that it makes stemmatics in many 
cases impossible, because many copyists used two or more different manuscripts as sources. 
Consequently, New Testament textual critics have adopted eclecticism after sorting the witnesses into 
three major groups, called text-types. The most common division today is shown below:2 

  

                                                           
2 “Like the internal criteria, text types too has come under severe scrutiny. The word, "family" carries 
with it a built-in discernible relatability within a manuscript tradition. However, there are so many 
places where a manuscript representing a family has less than 50% agreement with that family. From 
what I've read, the preferred term now is "textual cluster." This keeps the idea of an association of a 
text within manuscripts, but keeps the connection looser. (cf. Epp, "Textual clusters, their past and 
future"). The only exeption to this is the Byzantine family. It truly is a family with different stemmata 
within it” (Rev. Steve Bauer, 08/07/2017). 
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Text type Date Characteristics 

The Alexandrian text-type 
(also called the "Neutral Text" 
tradition; less frequently, the 
"Minority Text") 

2nd–4th centuries 
CE 

This family constitutes a group of early and well-regarded 
texts, including Codex Vaticanus and Codex Sinaiticus. 
Most of this tradition appear to come from 
around Alexandria, Egypt and from the Alexandrian 
Church. It contains readings that are often terse, shorter, 
somewhat rough, less harmonised, and generally more 
difficult. The family was once thought to be a very carefully 
edited 3rd century recension but now is believed to be 
merely the result of a carefully controlled and supervised 
process of copying and transmission. It underlies most 
modern translations of the New Testament. 

NIV, NAB, NABRE,
Byzantine text-
type), TNIV, NASB, 

The Western text-type 
3rd–9th centuries 
CE 

This is also very early and comes from a wide geographical 
area stretching from North Africa to Italy from Gaul to 
Syria. It is found in Greek manuscripts and in the Latin 
translations used by the Western church. It is much less 
controlled than the Alexandrian family and its witnesses are 
seen to be more prone to paraphrase and other corruptions. 
It is sometimes called the Caesarean text-type. Some New 
Testament scholars would argue that the Caesarean 
constitutes a distinct text-type of its own. 

Vetus Latina  

The Byzantine text-type; 
also, Koinē text-type 
(also called Majority Text) 

5th–16th centuries 
CE 

This is a group of around 95% of all manuscripts, the 
majority of which are comparatively very late in the 
tradition. It had become dominant at Constantinople from 
the 5th century on and was used throughout the Byzantine 
church. It contains the most harmonistic readings, 
paraphrasing and significant additions, most of which are 
believed to be secondary readings. It underlies the Textus 
Receptus used for most Reformation-era translations of the 
New Testament. 

KJV, NKJV, Tyndale

9.8.5 Talmud 

Textual criticism of the Talmud has a long pre-history but has become a separate discipline from Talmudic 
study only recently.[90] Much of the research is in Hebrew and German language periodicals.[91] 

9.9 Classical texts 

While textual criticism developed into a discipline of thorough analysis of the Bible — both the Hebrew 
Bible and the New Testament — scholars also use it to determine the original content of classic texts, such 
as Plato's Republic.[92] There are far fewer witnesses to classical texts than to the Bible, so scholars can use 
stemmatics and, in some cases, copy text editing. However, unlike the New Testament where the earliest 
witnesses are within 200 years of the original, the earliest existing manuscripts of most classical texts were 
written about a millennium after their composition. All things being equal, textual scholars expect that a 
larger time gap between an original and a manuscript means more changes in the text. 

9.10 Legal protection 
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Scientific and critical editions can be protected by copyright as works of authorship if enough 
creativity/originality is provided. The mere addition of a word, or substitution of a term with another one 
believed to be more correct, usually does not achieve such level of originality/creativity. All the notes 
accounting for the analysis and why and how such changes have been made represent a different work 
autonomously copyrightable if the other requirements are satisfied. In the European Union critical and 
scientific editions may be protected also by the relevant neighboring right that protects critical and 
scientific publications of public domain works as made possible by art. 5 of the Copyright Term Directive. 
Not all EU member States have transposed art. 5 into national law.[93] 

9.11 Digital textual scholarship 

Digital textual criticism is a relatively new branch of textual criticism working with digital tools to establish 
a critical edition. The development of digital editing tools has allowed editors to transcribe, archive and 
process documents much faster than before. Some scholars claim digital editing has radically changed the 
nature of textual criticism; but others believe the editing process has remained fundamentally the same, 
and digital tools have simply made aspects of it more efficient.  

9.11.1 History 

From its beginnings, digital scholarly editing involved developing a system for displaying both a newly 
"typeset" text and a history of variations in the text under review. Until about halfway through the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, digital archives relied almost entirely on manual transcriptions of texts. 
However, over the course of this decade, image files became much faster and cheaper, and storage space 
and upload times ceased to be significant issues. The next step in digital scholarly editing was the 
wholesale introduction of images of historical texts, particularly high-definition images of manuscripts, 
formally offered only in samples.[94] 

9.11.2 Methods 

In view of the need to represent historical texts primarily through transcription, and because 
transcriptions required encoding for every aspect of text that could not be recorded by a single keystroke 
on the QWERTY keyboard, encoding was invented. TEI uses encoding for the same purpose, although its 
particulars were designed for scholarly uses in order to offer some hope that scholarly work on digital 
texts had a good chance of migrating from aging operating systems and/or digital platforms to new ones, 
and the hope that standardization would lead to easy interchange of data among different projects. [95] 

9.11.3 Software 

Several computer programs and standards exist to support the work of the editors of critical editions. 
These include 

• The Text Encoding Initiative. The Guidelines of the TEI provide much detailed analysis of the 
procedures of critical editing, including recommendations about how to mark up a computer file 
containing a text with critical apparatus. See especially the following chapters of the Guidelines: 10. 
Manuscript Description, 11. Representation of Primary Sources, and 12. Critical Apparatus. 

• Juxta is an open-source tool for comparing and collating multiple witnesses to a single textual work. 
It was designed to aid scholars and editors examine the history of a text from manuscript to print 
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versions. Juxta provides collation for multiple versions of texts that are marked up in plain text or 
TEI/XML format. 

• The EDMAC macro package for Plain TeX is a set of macros originally developed by John Lavagnino 
and Dominik Wujastyk for typesetting critical editions. "EDMAC" stands for "EDition" "MACros." 
EDMAC is in maintenance mode. 

• The ledmac package is a development of EDMAC by Peter R. Wilson for typesetting critical editions 
with LaTeX. ledmac is in maintenance mode.[96] 

• The eledmac package is a further development of ledmac by Maïeul Rouquette that adds more 
sophisticated features and solves more advanced problems. eledmac was forked from ledmac when 
it became clear that it needed to develop in ways that would compromise backward-
compatibility. eledmac is maintenance mode. 

• The reledmac package is a further development of eledmac by Maïeul Rouquette that rewrittes many 
part of the code in order to allow more robust developments in the future. In 2015, it is in active 
development. 

• Ednotes, written by Christian Tapp and Uwe Lück is another package for typesetting critical editions 
using LaTeX. 

• Classical Text Editor is a word-processor for critical editions, commentaries and parallel texts written 
by Stefan Hagel. CTE is designed for use on the Windows operating system, but has been successfully 
run on Linux and OS/X using Wine. CTE can export files in TEI format. CTE is currently (2014) in active 
development. 

• Critical Edition Typesetter by Bernt Karasch is a system for typesetting critical editions starting from 
input into a word-processor, and ending up with typesetting with TeX and EDMAC. Development opf 
CET seems to have stopped in 2004. 
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9.14 Summary A: TEXTUAL CRITICISM OF THE BIBLE 

Textual Criticism is the science of studying ancient manuscripts to determine the authentic text of the Bible. 

It is sometimes called Lower Criticism. It is necessary because we no longer possess the original 

manuscripts of Moses, Paul and others. Textual Criticism deals with Hebrew and Greek, not English 

translations. Because of the wealth of materials and the difficulties of the many other languages involved, 

it is one of the most difficult sciences in Bible study. The following is a brief outline of the basic facts and 

principles. 

9.14.1 THE HEBREW OLD TESTAMENT 

 1.   Manuscripts. 

A.   There are about 1,000 Hebrew manuscripts, plus thousands of mere scraps. The Pentateuch is 
contained in more of them than any other part of the Hebrew  Bible. Hand-copying by scribes virtually 

ceased with the introduction of the printing press in the 15th century. Hebrew Bibles were among the 

first printed books. 

B.   Some ancient manuscripts had been destroyed during anti-Jewish persecutions, such as the Crusades. 
There are far fewer Hebrew manuscripts for the O.T. than Greek manuscripts for the N.T. 

C.   There are, however, proportionately fewer variations in the Hebrew than in the Greek. Hebrew scribes 

were more accurate, mainly for religious reasons but also because they copied in their native languages 
whereas many Greek manuscripts were copied by those who knew only a little or no Greek. 

D.   More than 95% of the manuscripts agree almost verbatim. Those that disagree even tend to disagree 

with themselves. Jeremiah has more manuscript variations than any other book. Some variations in 
manuscripts were made in order to counter Christianity, but most were mere slips of the pen or other 

unintentional errors. 

E.   Many manuscripts have Qere and Ketib. That is, a word is written in the margin indicating the true 

reading or pronunciation of the text. 

F.   The Dead Sea Scrolls are the oldest manuscripts - 1,000 years older than any others, except a few 

scraps. They date from before AD 70 and probably much older. Yet there is a remarkable agreement 

between these and the later manuscripts. 

G.   The Masoretes were Jewish scribes around the 8th and 9th centuries. Since ancient Hebrew used only 
consonants, problems arose over the pronunciations. The Masoretes added vowels. They also devised 

an elaborate system of statistics of word frequency, number of sentences, number of letters in a book, 
and so on. They also used numerology and gematria. All this insured more careful copying. They 

sometimes even destroyed a complete manuscript if it was found to have even a single error. 

H.   The Aleppo Codex (10th-11th century) is the oldest manuscript from the old Masoretic tradition known 

as the Ben Asher text. It was partially destroyed in a fire in Israel in 1948, but photographs remain. It 
is said to be the official manuscript of Maimonides, the leading medieval Jewish rabbi. 

I.    Codex Leningradiensis (10th-11th century) contains the whole O.T., but contains a text from a minority 

Masoretic tradition. It was made in Babylon. 

J.    The Cairo Geniza was an ancient storeroom of thousands of Hebrew manuscripts, but most are mere 

scraps. It is probably the largest such collection. 
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2.   Versions. 

A.   Greek versions include the Septuagint (c. 150 BC), and those by Aquila (c.130 AD), Symmachus (c.170 

AD), Theodotian (c.180 AD) and others. Origen's Hexapla (3rd cent.) contained a Hebrew OT, a Greek 
transliteration, the Septuagint, Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotian in parallel columns, but most of it 

is lost. 

B.   The Samaritan Pentateuch (about 400 BC) is in a language and script similar to Hebrew. Variations are 

minor, but some of them are for specific theological reasons - the Samaritans thought they, not the 

Jews, were heirs of the Covenant. 

C.   The Aramaic Targums were paraphrased translations of the Hebrew O.T. Most were written about 200 

AD, but some may be pre-Christian and others much later. 

D.   Other versions: Latin (Old Latin 150 AD, Vulgate 400 AD), Syriac (2nd to 5th centuries AD), Ethiopic, 
Coptic, Arabic, Armenian, Georgian, etc. 

3.   Families.  Manuscripts and Versions tend to show similar patterns in their variations. 

A.   Strict Masoretic is basically that of the Aleppo Codex and the Rabbinic Bibles. 

B.   Proto-Masoretic contains patterns of variants from before the Masoretic era, such as in the Dead Sea 

Scrolls and some of the versions and non-Masoretic Hebrew manuscripts.  

C.   Proto-Septuagint family consists of variants discovered when the Septuagint is translated back into 

Hebrew and where these variants differ from the Masoretes. 

D.   Proto-Samaritan family occurs when the Samaritan is translated back into Hebrew and contains 
variations from the Masoretc tradition. 

4.   Quotations.  Most of the Hebrew O.T. can be found quoted in ancient books. 

A.   The New Testament quotes sometimes from the Hebrew, sometimes from the Septuagint where it 

differs from the Hebrew, and sometimes makes original quotations. 

B.   The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha contain numerous quotations, usually translated into Greek. The 

same is true with the New Testament Apocrypha, the Nag Hamadi writings and the like. The early 
Christian Church Fathers usually wrote in Greek or Latin, and often quoted the O.T. 

C.   The Dead Sea Scrolls include ancient writings which often quote or paraphrase the Hebrew O.T. These 

usually, but not always, match the Dead Sea O.T. manuscripts. 

D.   Ancient Jewish non-Christian writings are full of quotations from the O.T., such as Josephus, Philo, the 
Mishnah, the Talmuds, the Tosefta, and so on. And lastly there are some brief quotations on coins, 

pottery, amulets, and the like.   

5. Principles. 

A.   Some variations are obvious and unintentional - word order, misspellings, duplication, etc. Variations 
of a more serious order add, subtract, substitute or rephrase the text. Still, no more than about 1 to 

2% is  seriously debated. 

B.   Manuscripts must be collated - comparing manuscripts and making a list of the variants, and then 

cataloging the variations from all the manuscripts. 
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C.   The scholars then consult the manuscripts and collations, plus the versions, quotations and Masoretic 

notes. Comparing editions of the Hebrew Bible is also done. It is a painstaking effort. Scholars, like 
scribes, can make mistakes. 

D.   Using the ancient versions is tricky. They all precede the era of the Masoretes. However, some are not 

literal translations. Moreover, translating back into Hebrew is not always exact - if translation loses 

something, then double translation also loses something. It is questionable to rely on a versional 

retranslation if there are no Hebrew manuscripts with that reading. 

E.   Conjectural Emendation is basically guessing what the reading should be simply according to context 

or the editor's theology (usually liberal). Some Hebrew Bibles contain such guesses without support 

from Hebrew or even the versions. 

F.   Scripture forbids adding to or subtracting from the Bible (Rev. 22:18-19). But it also promises that God 

has and will providentially protect His Word through the course of history (Matt. 24:15). 

9.14.2 THE GREEK NEW TESTAMENT 

1.   Manuscripts. About 5,366 of all kinds, excluding those in category E. 

A.   Papyri are the oldest. There are about 100 of them, many mere scraps. Most date from before 300 AD. 

Most belong to the Alexandrian family, being from Egypt. 

B.   Majuscules were usually written on sheepskin parchment in capital letters called uncials. Most are from 

before the 9th century. There are some 274 majuscules (this number needs confirmation!) and about 

80% of them are from the Byzantine family, 10% from the Alexandrian and the rest from the Western 

and Caesarean families. The most important ones: Codex Sinaiticus (discovered near Mt. Sinai), Codex 

Vaticanus, Codex Bezae, Codex Alexandrinus. Some are palimpsests - a parchment was erased by 

scraping and then written over, but by careful study we can read the original writing. (see 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_New_Testament_uncials ) 

C.   Miniscules were written in cursive handwriting in small letters, some on parchment but most on paper. 

They usually date from after the 9th century and are by far the largest number of manuscripts (2,795). 

About 90% are from the Byzantine family. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lists_of_New_Testament_minuscules ) 

D.   Lectionaries are collections of the N.T. for public reading in Church services, usually numbered sections 

of the Gospels. Of the 2,209, some 245 are uncial majuscules and 1,964 are in cursive miniscule script. 

Most are Byzantine. 

E.   Miscellaneous portions have been found among ancient inscriptions on the walls of the Catacombs, or 
on ostraca (some 1,624 small scraps of pottery) or amulets. 

2. History. 

A.   Many ancient manuscripts were destroyed by Roman persecution. Others were intentionally buried or 

destroyed once a copy was made, lest the first one fall into sacrilegious disrepair. Younger manuscripts 

were obviously copied from older manuscripts, most of which no longer exist. 

B.   Not all scribes knew Greek well, especially after 500 AD. Some manuscripts were copied one by one, 

others in tandem as a scribe dictated from one manuscript to several scribes at once. Later scribes 
often corrected a manuscript. Some variations are due to alteration by known heretics to suit their 

nefarious purposes. 
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C.   Over 200,000 variants are known to exist. A massive and exhaustive effort is being made to collate 

and catalog them all. Most variants are minor: misspellings, word order, duplication, etc. More 
significant ones add, subtract, substitute or rephrase. Even so, only about 2-5% of the entire text is 

seriously debated. The largest sections in debate are Mark 16:9-20 and John 7:59-8:11. 

D.   Only a few manuscripts contain the whole N.T. Many contain mere scraps or individual books (the 
Gospels are most represented). Acts contains the most variants, while Revelation has fewest 

manuscripts but proportionately the most variants in number and kind. 

E.   Copying by hand virtually ceased after the invention of printing in the 15th century. The largest 
collections of manuscripts are in the Vatican, the British Museum and the Greek Orthodox monastery 

on Mt. Athos in Greece. 

3. Families. The variations in manuscripts tend to fall down into 4 categories or families. 

A.   Byzantine (or Majority Witness) makes up some 80% or more of the manuscripts and variations, plus 
some of the ancient versions. Moreover, those in this family are almost entirely identical and uniform. 

Most are from the Eastern Mediterranean. 

A.   Alexandrian manuscripts and readings mainly come from Egypt. These readings tend to subtract (or 
conversely, say some,  the Byzantine tends to add to the Alexandrian). 5-10% of the manuscripts are 

in this family. Even though they tend to be older, they do not agree with themselves as much as the 

Byzantine manuscripts do. 

B.   Western manuscripts come from the Western Mediterranean and make up about 5% of manuscripts, 
plus some versions and Fathers. Also not uniform, they tend to add. 

C.   Caesarean manuscripts contain mixed readings from other families. Some scholars deny that this is 

even a family as such. These supposedly came from Casarea. They number less than 5% of the total 

4. Versions. 

A.   Latin: The first translation of the N.T. was probably into the Old Latin (c.150 AD). Jerome later 

translated the N.T. into the Latin Vulgate, which became the standard in the Catholic Church (thus, 

there are over 8,000 Vulgate manuscripts). The Old Latin tends to be Western, the Vulgate tends to 

be Byzantine. 

B.   Syriac: The Old Syriac is found in only 2 or 3 manuscripts from the 3rd-5th centuries and contain only 

the Gospels. The Peshitta was the standard; scholars date it as early as the 2nd or as late as the 5th 

century. Plus minor ones. 

C.   Coptic: There were two major translations into a Grecianized form of Egyptian. The first was the Sahidic 

(3rd cent), then the Bohairic (4th cent), plus minor ones. 

D.   Other versions:Gothic, Ethiopic, Georgian, Armenian, Arabic, Slavonic, Anglo-Saxon, etc.  

5.   Church Fathers. The whole N.T. could be reconstructed from their quotations alone. 

A.   Some of them quoted verbatim, others paraphrased, others only made allusions. 

B.   Their patterns vary like the versions: some Byzantine, others Alexandrian, some Western. 

C.   Fathers from whom most quotations can be culled: Augustine, Origen, Chrysostom, Jerome.  

6. Principles. 
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A.   As with the O.T., complete collations are being made, but a definite pattern has emerged. All variations, 

versions and Fathers must be considered. Readings must be judged by age, locality spread, number, 
and how they explain the other variants. 

B.   Conjectural Emendation is questionable, but accepted by many even when manuscript evidence is non-

existent. 

C.   The Majority Witness school says that the Byzantine family basically contains the true text. This text is 
the one underlying the KJV and NKJV.Only a minority of scholars accept this view; most who do are 

usually Fundamentalists or Greek Orthodox.  This view says the other families are defective; older 
manuscripts survived because they were defective and therefore not used or copied. This text has 

basically been printed in most Greek editions before 1830 (Erasmus, Stephanus, Beza, Elzivir, etc) and 

recently in The Greek New Testament According to the Majority Text. 

D.   The Neutral Text school basically upheld the superiority and virtual infallibility of the Alexandrian family. 

It was popularized by Westcott and Hort. When the papyri and majuscules  agree, that is the authentic 

text. 

E.   The Eclectic School is the predominant view today. It says that no one family should predominate, 
though the Alexandrian is the best. But a reading accepted by 2 or 3 of the other families against the 

Alexandrian would outweigh it. This school sometimes accepts Conjectural Emendations. This view also 
stresses the Genealogical Method: the authentic text was grandfather to the 4 families, each of which 

contain distinctive traits of the original. This view usually says the Alexandrian or the Western is the 
oldest, the Byzantine the youngest and least reliable. This text is that which underlies the NASB, NIV, 

ASV, RSV, etc. 

F.   Finally, Providential Preservation (Matt. 24:15) applies to the N.T.  Let us neither add nor subtract from 

the Bible (Rev. 22:18-19). True textual criticism must be scholarly and reverent. As difficult as it is to 
scholars, and bewildering to non-scholars, it is an important field of research being conducted around 

the world. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY. Geisler, Norman; and Nix, Gary; A General Introduction to the Bible (Chicago: Moody 
Press). Wurthwein, Ernst; The Text of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans). Metzger, Bruce; 

The Text of the New Testament NY and Oxford: Oxford University Press) [Eclectic].  Pickering, Wilbur 
N.; The Identity of the New Testament Text (Nashville: Nelson) [Majority Witness]. 

(http://faithbibleonline.net/MiscDoctrine/TextualCriticismOfTheBible.htm ) 

9.15 SUMMARY B—Textual Criticism of the Bible 

The following outline will be utilized: 

I. The textual sources of our English Bible 

A. Old Testament 

B. New Testament 
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II. Brief explanation of the problems and theories of "lower criticism" also called 

"textual criticism." 

III. Suggested sources for further reading 

I. The textual sources of our English Bible 

9.15.1 Old Testament 

1. Masoretic text (MT) - The Hebrew consonantal text was set by Rabbi Aquiba 

in a.d. 100. The vowel points, accents, marginal notes, punctuation and apparatus points 

started being added in the sixth century a.d. and were finished in the ninth century a.d. It 

was done by a family of Jewish scholars known as the Masoretes. The textual form they 

used was the same as the one in the Mishnah, Talmud, Targums, Peshitta, and Vulgate. 

 

2. Septuagint (LXX) - Tradition says the Septuagint was produced by 70 Jewish scholars 

in 70 days for the Alexandria library under the sponsorship of King Ptolemy II (285-

246 b.c.) The translation was supposedly requested by a Jewish leader living in 

Alexandria. This tradition comes from "Letter of Aristeas." The LXX frequently was 

based on a differing Hebrew textual tradition from the text of Rabbi Aquiba (MT). 

 

3. Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS) - The Dead Sea Scrolls were written in the Roman b.c. period 

(200 b.c.to a.d. 70) by a sect of Jewish separatists called the "Essenes." The Hebrew 

manuscripts, found in several sites around the Dead Sea, show a somewhat different 

Hebrew textual family behind both the MT and the LXX. 
 

4. Some specific examples of how the comparison of these texts have helped interpreters 

understand the Old Testament 

a. The LXX has helped translators and scholars understand the MT 

(1) the LXX of Isa. 52:14, "As many shall be amazed at him." 

(2) the MT of Isa. 52:14, "Just as many were astonished over you." 

(3) in Isa. 52:15 the pronoun distinction of the LXX is confirmed 

(a)  LXX, "so will many nations marvel at him" 

(b)  MT, "so he sprinkles many nations" 
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b. The DSS have helped translators and scholars understand the MT 

(1) the DSS of Isa. 21:8, "then the seer cried, Upon a watchtower I stand. . ." 

(2) the MT of Isa. 21:8, "and I cried a lion! My Lord, I always stand on the watch tower by 

day. . ." 

 

c. Both the LXX and DSS have helped clarify Isa. 53:11 

(1) LXX & DSS, "after the travail of his soul he will see light, he will be satisfied" 

(2) MT, "he shall see. . .of the travail of his soul, He shall be satisfied" 

9.15.2 New Testament 

1. Over 5,300 manuscripts of all or parts of the Greek New Testament are extant. About 

85 are written on papyri and 268 are manuscripts written in all capital letters (uncials). 

Later, about the ninth century a.d., a running script (minuscule) was developed. The 

Greek manuscripts in written form number about 2,700. We also have about 2,100 

copies of lists of Scripture texts used in worship that we call lectionaries. 

 

2. About 85 Greek manuscripts containing parts of the New Testament written on 

papyrus are housed in museums. Some are dated from the second century a.d., but most 

are from the third and fourth centuries a.d. None of these MSS contain the whole New 

Testament. Just because these are the oldest copies of the New Testament does not 

automatically mean they have fewer variants. Many of these were copied rapidly for a 

local use. Care was not exercised in the process. Therefore, they contain many variants. 

 

3. Codex Sinaiticus, known by the Hebrew letter א (aleph) or (01), found at St. 

Catherine's monastery on Mt. Sinai by Tischendorf. It dates from the fourth 

century a.d. and contains both the LXX of the OT and the Greek NT. It is of "the 

Alexandrian Text" type. 
 

4. Codex Alexandrinus, known as "A" or (02), a fifth century Greek manuscript which 

was found in Alexandria, Egypt. 

5. Codex Vaticanus, known as "B" or (03), found in the Vatican's library in Rome and 

dates from the middle of the fourth century a.d. It contains both LXX of the Old 

Testament and Greek New Testament. It is of "the Alexandrian Text" type. 
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6. Codex Ephraemi, known as "C" or (04), a fifth century Greek manuscript which was 

partially destroyed. 

7. Codex Bezae, known as "D" or (05), a fifth or sixth century Greek manuscript. It is the 

chief representative of what is called "The Western Text." It contains many additions 

and was the main Greek witness for the King James translation. 

8. The NT MSS can be grouped into three, possibly four, families that share certain 

characteristics. 

a. Alexandrian text from Egypt 

(1) P 75, P66 (about a.d. 200), which record the Gospels 

(2) P 46 (about a.d. 225), which records Paul's letters 

(3) P 72 (about a.d. 225-250), which records Peter and Jude 

(4) Codex B, called Vaticanus (about a.d. 325), which includes the whole OT and NT 

(5) Origen quotes from this text type 

(6) other MSS which show this text type are  א, C, L, W, 33 

b. Western text from North Africa 

(1) quotes from North African church fathers, Tertullian, Cyprian, and the Old Latin 
translation 
(2) quotes from Irenaeus 
(3) quotes from Tatian and Old Syriac translation 
(4) Codex D "Bezae" follow this text type 

c. Eastern Byzantine text from Constantinople 

(1) this text type is reflected in over 80% of the 5,300 MSS 
(2) quoted by Antioch of Syria's church fathers, Cappadoceans, Chrysostom, and 
Therodoret 
(3) Codex A, in the Gospels only 
(4) Codex E (eighth century) for full NT 

d. the fourth possible type is "Caesarean" from Palestine 

(1) it is primarily seen only in Mark 
(2) some witnesses to it are P45 and W 
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II. The problems and theories of "lower criticism" or "textual criticism." 

A. How the variants occurred 

1. inadvertent or accidental (vast majority of occurrences) 

a. slip of the eye in hand copying which reads the second instance of two similar words 

and thereby omits all of the words in between (homoioteleuton) 

(1) slip of the eye in omitting a double letter word or phrase (haplography) 
(2) slip of the mind in repeating a phrase or line of a Greek text (dittography) 

b. slip of the ear in copying by oral dictation where a misspelling occurs (itacism). 

Often the misspelling implies or spells a similar-sounding Greek word. 

c. the earliest Greek texts had no chapter or verse divisions, little or no punctuation and 

no division between words. It is possible to divide the letters in different places forming 

different words. 

2. intentional 

a. changes were made to improve the grammatical form of the text copied 

b. changes were made to bring the text into conformity with other biblical texts 

(harmonization of parallels) 

c. changes were made by combining two or more variant readings into one long 

combined text (conflation) 

d. changes were made to correct a perceived problem in the text (cf. I Cor. 11:27 and I 

John 5:7-8) 

e. some additional information as to the historical setting or proper interpretation of the 

text was placed in the margin by one scribe but placed into the text by a second scribe 

(cf. John 5:4) 
 

B. The basic tenets of textual criticism (logical guidelines for determining the original 

reading of a text when variants exist) 
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1. the most awkward or grammatically unusual text is probably the original 

2. the shortest text is probably the original (though this criterion is debatable) 

3. the older text is given more weight because of its historical proximity to the original, 

everything else being equal 

4. MSS that are geographically diverse usually have the original reading 

5. doctrinally weaker texts, especially those relating to major theological discussions of 

the period of manuscript changes, like the Trinity in I John 5:7-8, are to be preferred. 
 

6. the text that can best explain the origin of the other variants 

7. two quotes that help show the balance in these troubling variants 

a. J. Harold Greenlee's book, Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, p. 68: 

"No Christian doctrine hangs upon a debatable text; and the student of the NT must 

beware of wanting his text to be more orthodox or doctrinally stronger than is the 

inspired original." 

b. W. A. Criswell told Greg Garrison of The Birmingham News that he (Criswell) doesn't 

believe every word in the Bible is inspired, "at least not every word that has been given 

to the modern public by centuries of translators." Criswell said: "I very much am a 

believer in the textual criticism. As such, I think, the last half of the 16th chapter of Mark 

is heresy: it's not inspired, it's just concocted. . .When you compare those manuscripts 

way back yonder, there was no such thing as that conclusion of the Book of Mark. 

Somebody added it..." 

 

The patriarch of the SBC inerrantists also claimed that "interpolation" is also evident 

in John 5, the account of Jesus at the pool of Bethesda. And he discusses the two 

different accounts of the suicide of Judas (cf. Matt. 27 and Acts 1): "It's just a different 

view of the suicide," Criswell said. "If it is in the Bible, there is an explanation for it. And 

the two accounts of the suicide of Judas are in the Bible." Criswell added, "Textual 

criticism is a wonderful science in itself. It is not ephemeral, it's not impertinent. It's 

dynamic and central..." 
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III. Manuscript problems (textual criticism) 

A. Suggested sources for further reading 

1. Biblical Criticism: Historical, Literary and Textual, by R.H. Harrison 

2. The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption and Restoration by Bruce M. 

Metzger 

3. Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, by J. H Greenlee 

 
(https://bible.org/seriespage/appendix-two-textual-criticism-0 ) 
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10. Development of the New Testament Canon 

The canon of the New Testament is the set of books Christians regard as divinely inspired and constituting 
the New Testament of the Christian Bible. For most, it is an agreed-upon list of twenty-seven books that 
includes the Canonical Gospels, Acts, letters of the Apostles, and Revelation. The books of the canon of 
the New Testament were written in the first century. 

For the Orthodox Church, the recognition of these writings as authoritative was formalized in the Second 
Council of Trullan of 692. The Catholic Church made dogmatic definition upon its Biblical canon at 
the Council of Trent of 1546, reaffirming the Canons of Florence of 1442 and North African Councils 
(Hippo and Carthage) of 393-419.[1][2] For the Church of England, it was made dogmatic on the Thirty-Nine 
Articles of 1563; for Calvinism, on the Westminster Confession of Faith of 1647. 

10.1 The Early Collections 

Writings attributed to the Apostles circulated among the earliest Christian communities. The Pauline 
epistles were circulating, perhaps in collected forms, by the end of the 1st century AD.[a] Justin Martyr, in 
the mid-2nd century, mentions "memoirs of the apostles" as being read on "the day called that of the 
sun" (Sunday) alongside the "writings of the prophets." [3] A defined set of four gospels (the Tetramorph) 
was asserted by Irenaeus, c. 180, who refers to it directly.[4][5] 

By the early 3rd century, Origen may have been using the same twenty-seven books as in the present New 
Testament canon, though there were still disputes over the acceptance of the Letter to the 
Hebrews, James, II Peter, II John, III John, Jude and Revelation,[6] known as the Antilegomena. Likewise, 
the Muratorian fragment is evidence that, perhaps as early as 200, there existed a set of Christian writings 
somewhat similar to the twenty-seven-book NT canon, which included four gospels and argued against 
objections to them.[7] Thus, while there was a good measure of debate in the Early Church over the New 
Testament canon, the major writings are claimed to have been accepted by almost all Christians by the 
middle of the 3rd century.[8] 

In his Easter letter of 367, Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria, gave a list of the books that would become 
the twenty-seven-book NT canon,[9] and, significantly, he used the word "canonized" 
(Greek: κανονιζόμενα kanonizomena) in regards to them.[10] The first council that accepted the present 
canon of the New Testament may have been the Synod of Hippo Regius in North Africa (393). A brief 
summary of the acts was read at and accepted by the Councils of Carthage in 397 and 419.[11] These 
councils were under the authority of St. Augustine, who regarded the canon as already 
closed.[12][13][14] Pope Damasus I's Council of Rome in 382, if the Decretum Gelasianum is correctly 
associated with it, issued a biblical canon identical to that mentioned above,[9] or, if not, the list is at least 
a 6th-century compilation.[15] Likewise, Damasus' commissioning of the Latin Vulgate edition of the Bible, 
c. 383, was instrumental in the fixation of the canon in the West.[16] In c. 405, Pope Innocent I sent a list 
of the sacred books to a Gallic bishop, Exsuperius of Toulouse. Christian scholars assert that, when these 
bishops and councils spoke on the matter, however, they were not defining something new but instead 
"were ratifying what had already become the mind of the Church."[12][17][18] 

The preceding facts would suggest that, from the 4th century, there existed widespread unanimity in 
the West concerning the New Testament canon,[19] and that, by the 5th century, the Eastern Church, with 
a few exceptions, had come to accept the Book of Revelation and thus had come into harmony on the 
matter of the canon.[1][20] Nonetheless, full dogmatic articulations of the canon were not made until 
the Canon of Trent of 1546 for Roman Catholicism,[1] the Gallic Confession of Faith of 1559 for Calvinism, 
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the Thirty-Nine Articles of 1563 for the Church of England, and the Synod of Jerusalem of 1672 for 
the Greek Orthodox. 

10.2 Early Christianity (c. 30–325) 

In the one-hundred-year period extending roughly from 50 to 150, a number of documents began to 
circulate among the churches, including epistles, gospels, memoirs, apocalypses, homilies, and collections 
of teachings. While some of these documents were apostolic in origin, others drew upon the tradition the 
apostles and ministers of the word had utilized in their individual missions. Still others represented a 
summation of the teaching entrusted to a particular church center. Several of these writings sought to 
extend, interpret, and apply apostolic teaching to meet the needs of Christians in a given locality. 

10.2.1 Clement of Rome 

By the end of the 1st century, some letters of Paul were known to Clement of Rome (fl. 96), together with 
some form of the "words of Jesus". But while Clement valued these highly and viewed them as being 
authoritative for teaching, he did not refer to them as "Scripture" ("graphe"), a term he reserved for 
the Septuagint. Metzger 1987 draws the following conclusion about Clement: 

Clement... makes occasional reference to certain words of Jesus; though they are authoritative for 
him, he does not appear to enquire how their authenticity is ensured. In two of the three instances 
that he speaks of remembering 'the words' of Christ or of the Lord Jesus, it seems that he has a 
written record in mind, but he does not call it a 'gospel'. He knows several of Paul's epistles, and 
values them highly for their content; the same can be said of the Epistle to the Hebrews, with which 
he is well acquainted.  

10.2.2 II Peter 

Within the New Testament itself, there is reference to at least some of the works of Paul as Scripture. 
Second Peter 3:16 says: 

He [Paul] writes the same way in all his letters, speaking in them of these matters. His letters contain 
some things that are hard to understand, which ignorant and unstable people distort, as they do 

the other Scriptures, to their own destruction.[21] 

The reference to, presumably the Septuagint, as the "other" Scripture denotes that the author of 2 Peter 
regarded, at least, the works of Paul that had been written by his time as Scripture. It is difficult to 
determine the date of composition; commentaries and reference books have placed 2 Peter in almost 
every decade from AD 60 to 160.[22] 

10.2.3 Marcion of Sinope 

Marcion of Sinope, a bishop of Asia Minor who went to Rome and was later excommunicated for his 
views, was the first of record to propose a definitive, exclusive, unique list of Christian scriptures, compiled 
sometime between 130–140 AD.[23] (Though Ignatius did address Christian scripture,[24] before Marcion, 
against the perceived heresies of the Judaizers and Docetists, he did not define a list of scriptures.) In his 
book Origin of the New Testament[25] Adolf von Harnack argued that Marcion viewed the church at this 
time as largely an Old Testament church (one that "follows the Testament of the Creator-God") without a 
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firmly established New Testament canon, and that the church gradually formulated its New Testament 
canon in response to the challenge posed by Marcion. 

Marcion rejected the theology of the Old Testament entirely and regarded the God depicted there as an 
inferior Being. In the Antithesis, he claimed that the theology of the Old Testament was incompatible with 
the teaching of Jesus regarding God and morality. Marcion believed that Jesus had come to liberate 
mankind from the authority of the God of the Old Testament and to reveal the superior God of goodness 
and mercy whom he called the Father. Paul and Luke were the only Christian authors to find favour with 
Marcion, though his versions of these differed from those later accepted by mainstream Christianity (also 
termed Proto-orthodox Christianity). 

Marcion created a definite group of books which he regarded as fully authoritative, displacing all others. 
These comprised ten of the Pauline epistles (without the Pastorals) and Luke's Gospel. It is uncertain 
whether he edited these books, purging them of what did not accord with his views, or that his versions 
represented a separate textual tradition.[b] 

Marcion's gospel, called simply the Gospel of the Lord, differed from the Gospel of Luke by lacking any 
passages that connected Jesus with the Old Testament. He believed that the god of Israel, who gave 
the Torah to the Israelites, was an entirely different god from the Supreme God who sent Jesus and 
inspired the New Testament. Marcion termed his collection of Pauline epistles the Apostolikon. These also 
differed from the versions accepted by later Christian Orthodoxy. 

Marcion's list and theology were rejected as heretical by the early church; however, he forced other 
Christians to consider which texts were canonical and why. He spread his beliefs widely; they became 
known as Marcionism. In the introduction to his book "Early Christian Writings", Henry Wace stated: 

A modern divine... could not refuse to discuss the question raised by Marcion, whether there is such 
opposition between different parts of what he regards as the word of God, that all cannot come 

from the same author.[29] 

Ferguson 2002 quotes Tertullian's De praescriptione haereticorum 30: 

Since Marcion separated the New Testament from the Old, he is necessarily subsequent to that 
which he separated, inasmuch as it was only in his power to separate what was previously united. 
Having been united previous to its separation, the fact of its subsequent separation proves the 
subsequence also of the man who effected the separation. 

Note 61 of page 308 adds: 

[Wolfram] Kinzig suggests that it was Marcion who usually called his Bible testamentum [Latin for 
testament]. 

Other scholars propose that it was Melito of Sardis who originally coined the phrase Old 

Testament,[30] which is associated with Supersessionism. 

Robert M. Price argues that the evidence that the early church fathers, such as Clement, Ignatius, and 
Polycarp, knew of the Pauline epistles is unclear, and concludes that Marcion was the first person to 
collect Paul's writings to various churches and to treat ten Pauline letters, some of them Marcion's own 
compositions, together with an earlier version of Luke (not the Gospel of Luke as now known).[31] 

10.2.4 Justin Martyr 
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In the mid-2nd century, Justin Martyr (whose writings span the period from c. 145 to 163) mentions the 
"memoirs of the apostles", which Christians called "gospels" and which were regarded as on par with the 
Old Testament.[3][32][33] Scholars are divided on whether there is any evidence that Justin included the 
Gospel of John among the "memoirs of the apostles", or whether, on the contrary, he based his doctrine 
of the Logos on it.[34][35] Justin quotes the letters of Paul, 1 Peter, and Acts in his writings.[36] 

In Justin's works, distinct references are found to Romans, 1 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Colossians, 
and 2 Thessalonians, and possible ones to Philippians, Titus, and 1 Timothy. In addition, he refers to an 
account from an unnamed source of the baptism of Jesus which differs from that provided by the synoptic 
gospels: 

When Jesus went down in the water, fire was kindled in the Jordan; and when he came up from the 

water, the Holy Spirit came upon him. The apostles of our Christ wrote this.[37] 

10.2.5 Tatian 

Tatian was converted to Christianity by Justin Martyr on a visit to Rome around 150 and, after much 
instruction, returned to Syria in 172 to reform the church there. At some point (it is suggested c. 160) he 
composed a single harmonized "Gospel" by weaving the contents of the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, 
and John together along with events present in none of these texts. The narrative mainly follows the 
chronology of John. This is called the Diatessaron ("(Harmony) Through Four") and it became the official 
Gospel text of the Syraic church, centered in Edessa. 

10.2.6 Irenaeus 

Irenaeus of Lyons referred directly to a defined set of four gospels (the Tetramorph), c. 180.[4][38] In his 
central work, Adversus Haereses Irenaeus denounced various early Christian groups that used only one 
gospel, such as Marcionism which used only Marcion's version of Luke, or the Ebionites which seem to 
have used an Aramaic version of Matthew, as well as groups that used more than four gospels, such as 
the Valentinians (A.H. 1.11).  

Irenaeus declared that the four he espoused were the four "Pillars of the Church": "it is not possible that 
there can be either more or fewer than four" he stated, presenting as logic the analogy of the four corners 
of the earth and the four winds (3.11.8). His image, taken from Ezekiel1, or Revelation 4:6–10, of God's 
throne borne by four creatures with four faces—"the four had the face of a man, and the face of a lion, 
on the right side: and the four had the face of an ox on the left side; they four also had the face of an 
eagle"—equivalent to the "four-formed" gospel, is the origin of the conventional symbols of the 
Evangelists: lion (Mark), ox (Luke), eagle (John), man (Matthew). Irenaeus was ultimately successful in 
declaring that the four gospels collectively, and exclusively these four, contained the truth. By reading 
each gospel in light of the others, Irenaeus made the Gospel of John a lens through which to 
read Matthew, Mark and Luke. 

Based on the arguments Irenaeus made in support of only four authentic gospels, some interpreters 
deduce that the fourfold Gospel must have still been a novelty in Irenaeus's time.[39] Against 

Heresies 3.11.7 acknowledges that many heterodox Christians use only one gospel while 3.11.9 
acknowledges that some use more than four.[40] The success of Tatian's Diatessaron in about the same 
time period is "...a powerful indication that the fourfold Gospel contemporaneously sponsored by 
Irenaeus was not broadly, let alone universally, recognized."[40] 
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Irenaeus apparently quotes from 21 of the New Testament books and names the author he thought wrote 
the text.[41] He mentions the four gospels, Acts, the Pauline epistles with the exception of Hebrews and 
Philemon, as well as the first epistle of Peter, and the first and second epistles of John, and the book of 
Revelation.[c] Irenaeus argued that it was illogical to reject Acts of the Apostles but accept the Gospel of 
Luke, as both were from the same author;[42] in Against Heresies 3.12.12[43] he ridiculed those who think 
they are wiser than the Apostles because the Apostles were still under Jewish influence. He may also refer 
to Hebrews (Book 2, Chapter 30) and James (Book 4, Chapter 16) and maybe even 2 Peter (Book 5, Chapter 

28) but does not cite Philemon, 3 John or Jude.[44][45] 

He does think that an early letter to the Corinthians, known now as 1 Clement, was of great worth but 
does not seem to believe that Clement of Rome was the single author (Book 3, Chapter 3, Verse 3) and 
seems to have the same lower status as Polycarp's Epistle (Book 3, Chapter 3, Verse 3). He does refer to a 
passage in the Shepherd of Hermas as scripture (Mandate 1 or First Commandment), but this has some 
consistency problems on his part. Hermas taught that Jesus was not himself a divine being, but a virtuous 
man who was subsequently filled with the Holy Spirit and adopted as the Son[46][47] (a doctrine 
called adoptionism). But Irenaeus's own work, including his citing of the Gospel of John (Jn. 1:1), indicates 
that he himself believed that Jesus was always God. 

10.2.7 Early proto-Orthodox definition attempts 

In the late 4th century Epiphanius of Salamis (died 402) claims in Panarion 29 that the Nazarenes had 
rejected the Pauline epistles and Irenaeus Against Heresies 26.2 says the Ebionites rejected him. Acts 
21:21 records a rumor that Paul aimed to subvert the Old Testament (against this rumor see Romans 
3:8, 3:31). 2 Peter 3:16 says his letters have been abused by heretics who twist them around "as they do 
with the other scriptures." In the 2nd and 3rd centuries Eusebius's Ecclesiastical History 6.38 says 
the Elchasai "made use of texts from every part of the Old Testament and the Gospels; it rejects the 
Apostle (Paul) entirely"; 4.29.5 says Tatian the Assyrian rejected Paul's Letters and Acts of the Apostles; 
6.25 says Origen accepted 22 canonical books of the Hebrews plus Maccabees plus the four 
Gospels but Paul "did not so much as write to all the churches that he taught; and even to those to which 
he wrote he sent but a few lines."[48] 

Between 140 and 220, both internal and external forces caused Proto-orthodox Christianity to begin to 
systematize both its doctrines and its view of revelation. Much of the systemization came about as a 
defense against the diverse Early Christian viewpoints that competed with emerging Proto-Orthodoxy. 
The early years of this period witnessed the rise of several strong movements of faith later deemed 
heretical by the church in Rome: Marcionism, Gnosticism and Montanism. 

Marcion may have been the first to have a clearly defined list of New Testament books, though this 
question of who came first is still debated.[49] The compilation of this list could have been a challenge and 
incentive to emerging Proto-orthodoxy; if they wished to deny that Marcion's list was the true one, it was 
incumbent on them to define what the true one was. The expansion phase of the New Testament 

canon thus could have begun in response to Marcion's proposed limited canon. 

10.2.8 Muratorian fragment 

The Muratorian fragment[50] is the earliest known example of a defined list of mostly New Testament 
books.[51] It survives, damaged and thus incomplete, as a bad Latin translation of an original, no longer 
extant, Greek text that is usually dated in the late 2nd century,[52][53][54][55][56][57][58][59] although a few 
scholars have preferred a 4th-century date.[60][61][62]This is an excerpt from Metzger's translation:[63] 
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The third book of the Gospel is that according to Luke... The fourth... is that of John... the acts of all 
the apostles... As for the Epistles of Paul... To the Corinthians first, to the Ephesians second, to the 
Philippians third, to the Colossians fourth, to the Galatians fifth, to the Thessalonians sixth, to the 
Romans seventh... once more to the Corinthians and to the Thessalonians... one to Philemon, one to 
Titus, and two to Timothy... to the Laodiceans, [and] another to the Alexandrians, [both] forged in 
Paul's name to [further] the heresy of Marcion... the epistle of Jude and two of the above-mentioned 
(or, bearing the name of) John... and [the book of] Wisdom... We receive only the apocalypses of 
John and Peter, though some of us are not willing that the latter be read in church. But Hermas wrote 
the Shepherd very recently... And therefore it ought indeed to be read; but it cannot be read publicly 

to the people in church. 

This is evidence that, perhaps as early as 200, there existed a set of Christian writings somewhat similar 
to what is now the 27-book NT, which included four gospels and argued against objections to them.[7] 

10.2.9 Clement of Alexandria 

Clement of Alexandria (c. 150 – c. 215) made use of an open canon. He seemed "practically unconcerned 
about canonicity. To him, inspiration is what mattered."[64] In addition to books that did not make it into 
the final 27-book NT but which had local acceptance (Barnabas, Didache, I Clement, Revelation of Peter, 
the Shepherd, the Gospel according to the Hebrews), he also used the Gospel of the Egyptians, Preaching 
of Peter, Traditions of Matthias, Sibylline Oracles, and the Oral Gospel. He did, however, prefer the four 
church gospels to all others, although he supplemented them freely with apocryphal gospels. He was the 
first to treat non-Pauline letters of the apostles (other than II Peter) as scripture-he accepted I Peter, I and 
II John, and Jude as scripture. 

10.2.10 Alogi 

There were those who rejected the Gospel of John (and possibly also Revelation and the Epistles of John) 
as either not apostolic or as written by the Gnostic Cerinthus or as not compatible with the Synoptic 
Gospels. Epiphanius of Salamis called these people the Alogi, because they rejected the Logos doctrine of 
John and because he claimed they were illogical. There may have also been a dispute over the doctrine of 
the Paraclete.[65][66] Gaius or Caius, presbyter of Rome (early 3rd century), was apparently associated with 
this movement.[67] 

10.3 Period of the Seven Ecumenical Councils (325–787) 

10.3.1 Eusebius 

Eusebius, in his Church History (c. 330), mentioned the books of New Testament according to him:[68][69] 

1. […] it is proper to sum up the writings of the New Testament which have been already mentioned. First 
then must be put the holy quaternion of the Gospels; following them the Acts of the Apostles... 
the epistles of Paul... the epistle of John... the epistle of Peter... After them is to be placed, if it really seem 
proper, the Apocalypse of John, concerning which we shall give the different opinions at the proper time. 
These then belong among the accepted writings [Homologoumena]. 

2. Among the disputed writings [Antilegomena], which are nevertheless recognized by many, are extant 
the so-called epistle of James and that of Jude, also the second epistle of Peter, and those that are called 
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the second and third of John, whether they belong to the evangelist or to another person of the same 
name. 

3. Among the rejected [Kirsopp. Lake translation: "not genuine"] writings must be reckoned also the Acts 
of Paul, and the so-called Shepherd, and the Apocalypse of Peter, and in addition to these the 
extant epistle of Barnabas, and the so-called Teachings of the Apostles; and besides, as I said, 
the Apocalypse of John, if it seem proper, which some, as I said, reject, but which others class with the 
accepted books. 

4. And among these some have placed also the Gospel according to the Hebrews... And all these may be 
reckoned among the disputed books... such books as the Gospels of Peter, of Thomas, of Matthias, or of 
any others besides them, and the Acts of Andrew and John and the other apostles ... they clearly show 
themselves to be the fictions of heretics. Wherefore they are not to be placed even among the rejected 

writings, but are all of them to be cast aside as absurd and impious. 

The Apocalypse of John, also called Revelation, is counted as both accepted (Kirsopp. Lake translation: 
"Recognized") and disputed, which has caused some confusion over what exactly Eusebius meant by doing 
so. The disputation perhaps attributed to Origen[70] (see also Pamphili & c. 330, 3.24.17–18).[71] Pamphili 
& c. 330, 3.3.5 adds further detail on Paul: "Paul's fourteen epistles are well known and undisputed. It is 
not indeed right to overlook the fact that some have rejected the Epistle to the Hebrews, saying that it is 
disputed by the Church of Rome, on the ground that it was not written by Paul." Pamphili & 
c. 330, 4.29.6 mentions the Diatessaron: "But their original founder, Tatian, formed a certain combination 
and collection of the Gospels, I know not how, to which he gave the title Diatessaron, and which is still in 
the hands of some. But they say that he ventured to paraphrase certain words of the apostle [Paul], in 
order to improve their style." 

10.3.2 Codex Claromontanus 

The Codex Claromontanus ,[72] c. 303–67,[73] a page found inserted into a 6th-century copy of the Epistles 
of Paul and Hebrews, has the Old Testament, including Tobit, Judith, Wisdom, Sirach, 1–2,4 Maccabees, 
and the New Testament, plus Acts of Paul, Apocalypse of Peter, Barnabas, and Hermas, but missing 
Philippians, 1–2 Thessalonians, and Hebrews. 

Zahn and Harnack were of the opinion that the list had been drawn up originally in Greek at Alexandria or 
its neighborhood ~300 AD. According to Jülicher the list belongs to the 4th century and is probably of 
western origin.  

10.3.3 Constantine the Great 

In 331, Emporer Constantine I commissioned Eusebius to deliver fifty Bibles for the Church of 
Constantinople. Athanasius (Apol. Const. 4) recorded Alexandrian scribes around 340 preparing Bibles 
for Constans. Little else is known, though there is plenty of speculation. For example, it is speculated that 
this may have provided motivation for canon lists, and that Codex Vaticanus and Codex Sinaiticus may be 
examples of these Bibles. Together with the Peshitta and Codex Alexandrinus, these are the earliest 
extant Christian Bibles.[74] 

10.3.4 Cyril of Jerusalem 
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McDonald & Sanders 2002, Appendix D-2, notes the following list of New Testament books from Cyril of 
Jerusalem (c. 350) from his Catechetical Lectures 4.36: 

Gospels (4), Acts, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude,[75] Paul's epistles (14), and Gospel of Thomas 

listed as pseudepigrapha. 

10.3.5 Council of Laodicea 

The Council of Laodicea, c. 363, was one of the first councils that set out to judge which books were to be 
read aloud in churches. The decrees issued by the thirty or so clerics attending were called canons. Canon 
59 decreed that only canonical books should be read, but no list was appended in the Latin and Syriac 
manuscripts recording the decrees. The list of canonical books, Canon 60, sometimes attributed to the 
Council of Laodicea is a later addition according to most scholars and has a 22-book OT and 26-book NT 
(it excludes Revelation).[76][77] 

10.3.6 Athanasius 

In his Easter letter of 367,[78] Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria, gave a list of exactly the same books as 
what would become the 27-book NT canon,[9] and he used the word "canonized" (kanonizomena) in 
regard to them.[79] 

10.3.7 Cheltenham/Mommsen List 

The Cheltenham List,[80][81] c. 365–90, is a Latin list discovered by the German classical scholar Theodor 
Mommsen (published 1886) in a 10th-century manuscript (chiefly patristic) belonging to the library of 
Thomas Phillips at Cheltenham, England. The list probably originated in North Africa soon after the middle 
of the 4th century. 

It has a 24-book Old Testament[82] and 24-book New Testament which provides syllable and line counts 
but omits Jude and James, and perhaps Hebrews, and seems to question the epistles of John and Peter 
beyond the first. 

10.3.8 Epiphanius 

McDonald & Sanders 2002, Appendix D-2, writes the following list for Epiphanius of Salamis (c. 374–77), 
from his Panarion 76.5: 

Gospels (4), Paul's epistles (13), Acts, James, Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, Rev, Wisdom, Sirach 

10.3.9 Apostolic Canon #85 

In c. 380, the redactor of the Apostolic Constitutions attributed a canon to the Twelve 
Apostles themselves as the 85th of his list of such apostolic decrees:[83][84] 

Canon 85. Let the following books be esteemed venerable and holy by all of you, both clergy and 
laity. [A list of books of the Old Testament ...] And our sacred books, that is, of the New Testament, 
are the four Gospels, of Matthew, Mark, Luke, John; the fourteen Epistles of Paul; two Epistles of 
Peter; three of John; one of James; one of Jude; two Epistles of Clement; and the Constitutions 
dedicated to you, the bishops, by me, Clement, in eight books, which is not appropriate to make 
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public before all, because of the mysteries contained in them; and the Acts of us, the Apostles.—

(From the Latin version.) 

It is said that the Coptic translation and some Arabic version include Revelation.[83] 

10.3.10 Amphilochius of Iconium 

Bishop Amphilochius of Iconium, in his poem Iambics for Seleucus[85] written some time after 394, 
discusses debate over the inclusion of a number of books that should be received, and seems uncertain 
about the later Epistles of Peter and John, Jude, and Revelation.[86] 

10.3.11 Pope Damasus I 

Pope Damasus's commissioning of the Latin Vulgate edition of the Bible to Jerome,[1] c. 383, was 
instrumental in the fixation of the canon in the West.[16] Pope Damasus I is often considered to be the 
father of the Catholic canon, since what is thought as his list corresponds to the current Catholic 
canon.[1] Purporting to date from a "Council of Rome" under Pope Damasus I in 382, the so-called 
"Damasian list" which some attributed to the Decretum Gelasianum[87] gives a list identical to what would 
be the Canon of Trent,[9] and, though the text may in fact not be Damasian, it is at least a valuable 6th 
century compilation.[88][89] 

This list, given below, was purportedly endorsed by Pope Damasus I: 

[A list of books of the Old Testament ...], and in the New Testament: 4 books of Gospels, 1 book of 
Acts of the Apostles, 13 letters of the Apostle Paul, 1 of him to the Hebrews, 2 of Peter, 3 of John, 1 

of James, 1 of Jude, and the Apocalypse of John. 

The so-called Decretum Gelasianum de libris recipiendis et non recipiendis, is traditionally attributed 
to Pope Gelasius I, bishop of Rome 492–496 AD. However, upon the whole it is probably of South Gallic 
origin (6th century), but several parts can be traced back to Pope Damasus and reflect Roman tradition. 
The 2nd part is a canon catalogue, and the 5th part is a catalogue of apocryphal writings which are to be 
rejected. The canon catalogue gives all 27 books of the Catholic New Testament. 

10.3.12 Jerome 

McDonald & Sanders 2002, Appendix D-2, lists the following New Testament books according to Jerome, 
(c. 394), from his Epistle 53: 

"Lord's Four": Matt, Mark, Luke, John, Paul's Epistles (14), 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, James, Acts, Rev. 

10.3.13 Augustine and the North African councils 

Augustine of Hippo declared that one is to "prefer those that are received by all Catholic Churches to 
those which some of them do not receive. Among those, again, which are not received by all, he will prefer 
such as have the sanction of the greater number and those of greater authority, to such as are held by the 
smaller number and those of less authority." (On Christian Doctrines 2.12, chapter 8).[90] 

Augustine effectively forced his opinion on the Church by commanding three synods on canonicity: 
the Synod of Hippo in 393, the Synod of Carthage (397), and another in Carthage in 419 AD (M 237-8). 
Each of these reiterated the same Church law: "nothing shall be read in church under the name of the 
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divine scriptures" except the Old Testament (including the Deuterocanonicals) and the 27 canonical books 
of the New Testament. It seems these decrees also declared by fiat that Epistle to the Hebrews was 
written by Paul, for a time ending all debate on the subject. 

The first council that accepted the present canon of the books of the New Testament may have been the 
Synod of Hippo in North Africa (393). A brief summary of the acts was read at and accepted by the Synod 
of Carthage (397) and Council of Carthage (419).[11] These councils were convened under the authority 
of St. Augustine, who regarded the canon as already closed.[12][13][14] This North African canon reaffirmed 
at the Council of Trent of 1546.[1][2] 

10.3.14 Pope Innocent I 

In c. 405, Pope Innocent I sent a list of the sacred books to a Gallic bishop, Exsuperius of 
Toulouse,[91] identical with that of Trent.[92][93][94] It states "fourteen" Epistles of Paul, but F.F. Bruce prefers 
"thirteen" excluding the Hebrews.[91] According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, by the turn of the 5th 
century, the Western Church under Pope Innocent I recognized a biblical canon including the four gospels 
of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, which was previously established at a number of regional Synods, 
namely the Council of Rome (382), the Synod of Hippo (393), and two Councils of Carthage (397 and 
419).[1] 

10.3.15 Eastern canons 

The Eastern Churches had, in general, a weaker feeling than those in the West for the necessity of making 
a sharp delineation with regard to the canon. They were more conscious of the gradation of spiritual 
quality among the books that they accepted (e.g. the classification of Eusebius, see also Antilegomena) 
and were less often disposed to assert that the books which they rejected possessed no spiritual quality 
at all.  

Similarly, the New Testament canons of the Syriac, Armenian, Georgian, Egyptian Coptic and Ethiopian 
Churches all have minor differences.[95] The Revelation of John is one of the most uncertain books; in the 
East, chiliasm and Montanism brought it under suspicion;[96] it was not translated into Georgian until the 
10th century, and it has never been included in the official lectionary of the Eastern Orthodox Church, 
whether in Byzantine or modern times. However, its canonical status is recognized.[97] 

10.4 Outside the Empire 

10.4.1 Syriac Canon 

In the 4th century, the Doctrine of Addai lists a 17-book NT canon using the Diatessaron and Acts and 15 
Pauline epistles (including 3rd Corinthians). The Syriac Doctrine of Addai (c. 400) claims to record the 
oldest traditions of the Syrian church, and among these is the establishment of a canon: members of the 
church are to read only the Gospel (meaning the Diatessaron of Tatian), the Epistles of Paul (which are 
said to have been sent by Peter, from Rome), and the Book of Acts (which is said to have been sent by 
John the son of Zebedee, from Ephesus), and nothing else. 

For centuries the Diatessaron, along with Acts and the Pauline Epistles (except Philemon), comprised the 
only accepted books in the Syrian churches, meaning that Tatian's stricter views, resulting in the rejection 
in 1 Timothy, did not win out. Moreover, after the pronouncements of the 4th century on the proper 
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content of the Bible, Tatian was declared a heretic and in the early 4th century Bishop Theodoretus of 
Cyrrhus and Bishop Rabbula of Edessa (both in Syria) rooted out all copies they could find of the 
Diatessaron and replaced them with the four canonical Gospels (M 215). As a result, no early copies of 
the Diatessaron survive—although a very early fragment suggests it would have been crucial evidence for 
the true state of the early Gospels (see IX). 

By the 5th century, the Syrian Bible, called the Peshitta, was formalized, accepting Philemon, along with 
James, 1 Peter and 1 John, but excluding 2 John, 3 John, 2 Peter, Jude and Revelation. After the Council of 
Ephesus, the Church of the East became separated, and retained this canon of only 22-books (the 
Peshitta) up to the present day. The Syriac Orthodox Church uses this text as well (known in the West 
Syriac dialect as the Peshitto), but with the addition of the other books normally present in the New 
Testament canon. 

The late-5th or early-6th century Peshitta of the Syrian Orthodox Church[98] includes a 22-book NT, 
excluding II Peter, II John, III John, Jude, and Revelation. The Lee Peshitta of 1823 follows the Protestant 
canon. 

McDonald & Sanders 2002, lists the following Syrian catalogue of St. Catherine's, c. 400: 

Gospels (4): Matt, Mark, Luke, John, Acts, Gal, Rom, Heb, Col, Eph, Phil, 1–2 Thess, 1–2 Tim, Titus, Phlm. 

The Syriac Peshitta, used by all the various Syrian Churches, originally did not include 2 Peter, 2 John, 3 
John, Jude and Revelation (and this canon of 22-books is the one cited by John Chrysostom (~347–407) 
and Theodoret (393–466) from the School of Antioch). It also includes Psalm 151 and Psalm 152–
155 and 2 Baruch. Western Syrians have added the remaining 5 books to their NT canons in modern times 
(such as the Lee Peshitta of 1823). Today, the official lectionaries followed by the Malankara Syrian 
Orthodox Church, with headquarters at Kottayam (India), and the Chaldean Syrian Church, also known as 
the Church of the East (Nestorian), with headquarters at Trichur (India), still present lessons from only the 
22-books of the original Peshitta.[98]  

10.4.2 Armenian canon 

The Armenian Bible introduces one addition: a third letter to the Corinthians, also found in the Acts of 
Paul, which became canonized in the Armenian Church, but is not part of the Armenian Bible today. 
Revelation, however, was not accepted into the Armenian Bible until c. 1200, when Archbishop Nerses 
arranged an Armenian Synod at Constantinople to introduce the text.[99] Still, there were unsuccessful 
attempts even as late as 1290 to include in the Armenian canon several apocryphal books: Advice of the 
Mother of God to the Apostles, the Books of Criapos, and the ever-popular Epistle of Barnabas. 

The Armenian Apostolic church at times has included the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs in its Old 
Testament and the Third Epistle to the Corinthians, but does not always list it with the other 27 canonical 
New Testament books. 

10.4.3 Coptic and Ethiopian canons 

The Coptic Bible (adopted by the Egyptian Church) includes the two Epistles of Clement, and the Ethiopic 
Bible includes books nowhere else found: the Sinodos (a collection of prayers and instructions supposedly 
written by Clement of Rome), the Octateuch (a book supposedly written by Peter to Clement of Rome), 
the Book of the Covenant (in two parts, the first details rules of church order, the second relates 
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instructions from Jesus to the disciples given between the resurrection and the ascension), and 
the Didascalia (with more rules of church order, similar to the Apostolic Constitutions). 

The New Testament of the Coptic Bible, adopted by the Egyptian Church, includes the two Epistles of 
Clement.[99] The canon of the Tewahedo Churches is somewhat looser than for other traditional Christian 
groups, and the order, naming, and chapter/verse division of some of the books is also slightly different. 

The "broader" Ethiopian New Testament canon includes four books of "Sinodos" (church practices), two 
"Books of Covenant", "Ethiopic Clement", and "Ethiopic Didascalia" (Apostolic Church-Ordinances). 
However, these books have never been printed or widely studied. This "broader" canon is also sometimes 
said to include, with the Old Testament, an eight-part history of the Jews based on the writings of Flavius 
Josephus, and known as "Pseudo-Josephus" or "Joseph ben Gurion" (Yosēf walda Koryon).[100][101] 

10.5 Protestant developments (from c. 1517) 

The Encyclopedia of Theology says that the 27 books which make up the New Testament canon of 
Scripture are not based on a Scriptural list that authenticates them to be inspired, thus their legitimacy is 
considered impossible to be distinguished with certainty without appealing to another infallible source, 
such as the Magisterium of the Catholic Church which first assembled and authenticated this list at 
the Council of Rome.[102] Catholicism considers the Magisterium, i.e. the teaching authority, has equal 
position and linked together with Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture, each acts in its own way for the 
goodness of the Church.[103]  

Rejecting any non-Scriptural authority, Protestant reformers focused on the doctrine of sola scriptura, i.e. 
the supreme authority of Scripture alone. Sola scriptura is one of the five solas, considered by some 
Protestant groups to be the theological pillars of the Protestant Reformation.[104] 

10.5.1 Martin Luther 

Martin Luther was troubled by four books, referred to as Luther's Antilegomena: Jude, James, Hebrews, 
and Revelation; and though he placed them in a secondary position relative to the rest, he did not exclude 
them. He did propose removing them from the canon,[105][106] echoing the consensus of several Catholics 
such as Cardinal Cajetan and Erasmus, and partially because they were perceived to go against certain 
Protestant doctrines such as sola gratia and sola fide, but this was not generally accepted among his 
followers. However, these books are ordered last in the German-language Luther Bible to this day.[107][108] 

10.5.2 Protestant confessions 

Among confessions of faith drawn up by Protestants, several identify by name the 27-books of the New 
Testament canon, including the French Confession of Faith (1559), the Belgic Confession (1561), and 
the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647) during the English Civil War. The Thirty-Nine Articles, issued 
by the Church of England in 1563, names the books of the Old Testament, but not the New Testament. 
None of the Confessional statements issued by any Lutheran church includes an explicit list of canonical 
books. 
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10.5.3 Evangelical canons 

Many Evangelical Christian groups (which have their origin in c. 1730 England) do not accept the theory 
that the Christian Bible was not known until various local and Ecumenical Councils, which they deem to 
be "Roman-dominated", made their official declarations. 

These groups believe that the New Testament supports that Paul (2 Timothy 4:11–13), Peter (2 Peter 
3:15–16), and ultimately John (Revelation 22:18–19) finalized the canon of the New Testament. Some 
note that Peter, John, and Paul wrote 20 (or 21) of the 27-books of the NT and personally knew all the 
other NT writers. (Books not attributed to these three are: Matthew, Mark, Luke, Acts, James, and Jude. 
The authorship of Hebrews has long been disputed.) 

Many modern Protestants point to five "Criteria for Canonicity" to justify the books that have been 
included in the Old and New Testament, which are judged to have satisfied the following: 

1. Apostolic Origin — attributed to and based on the preaching/teaching of the first-generation 
apostles (or their close companions). 

2. Universal Acceptance — acknowledged by all major Christian communities in the ancient world 
(by the end of the 4th century). 

3. Liturgical Use — read publicly when early Christian communities gathered for the Lord's Supper 
(their weekly worship services). 

4. Consistent Message — containing a theological outlook similar or complementary to other 
accepted Christian writings. 

5. Internal Testimony – Operation of the original inspirer of Holy Scripture, the Holy Spirit, who 
continues to testify to the truth of God through the words of the biblical text and thereby 
confirms its divine authority. 

The basic factor for recognizing a book's canonicity for the New Testament was divine inspiration, and the 
chief test for this was apostolicity. The term apostolic as used for the test of canonicity does not 
necessarily mean apostolic authorship or derivation, but rather apostolic authority. Apostolic authority is 
never detached from the authority of the Lord. See Apostolic succession. 

It is sometimes difficult to apply these criteria to all books in the accepted canon, however, and some 
point to books that Protestants hold as apocryphal which would fulfill these requirements. In practice, 
Protestants hold to the Jewish canon for the Old Testament and the Catholic canon for the New 
Testament. 

10.6 Catholic developments (from c. 1546) 

10.6.1 Council of Trent 

The Council of Trent on April 8, 1546, approved the enforcement of the present Roman Catholic Bible 
Canon including the Deuterocanonical Books as an article of faith (the contents of the canon itself having 
already been reaffirmed unanimously), and the decision was confirmed by an anathema by vote (24 yea, 
15 nay, 16 abstain).[109] This is said to be the same list as produced at the Council of Florence (Session 11, 
4 February 1442),[110] Augustine's 397-419 Councils of Carthage,[2] and probably Damasus' 382 Council of 
Rome.[9][111] Because of its placement, the list was not considered binding for the Catholic Church, and in 
light of Martin Luther's demands, the Catholic Church examined the question of the Canon again at the 
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Council of Trent, which reaffirmed the canon of previous councils and added the anathema against 
attempts to change the contents of the canon. 

10.6.2 Later developments 

Vatican I on April 24, 1870 approved the additions to Mark (v. 16:9–20), Luke (22:19b–20, 43–44), 
and John (7:53–8:11), which are not present in early manuscripts but are contained in the Vulgate 
edition.[112] 

Pope Pius XI on June 2, 1927 decreed the Comma Johanneum was open to dispute. 

Pope Pius XII on 3 September 1943 issued the encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu, which allowed translations 
based on texts other than the Latin Vulgate. 

10.7 Orthodox developments (from c. 1672) 

Synod of Jerusalem 

The Synod of Jerusalem in 1672 decreed the Greek Orthodox Canon which is similar as the one decided 
by the Council of Trent. They "call Sacred Scripture all those which Cyril collected from the Synod of 
Laodicea, and enumerated, adding to Scripture those which he foolishly and ignorantly, or rather 
maliciously, called Apocrypha; specifically, [List of deuterocanonical books...]."[113] 

10.8 Summary by F.F. Bruce 

The Canon of the New Testament 

 (Chapter 3 in The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? – 5th edition; Leicester: Intervarsity 
Press, 1959; http://www.bible-researcher.com/bruce1.html ). 

Even when we have come to a conclusion about the date and origin of the individual books of the New 
Testament, another question remains to be answered. How did the New Testament itself as a collection 
of writings come into being? Who collected the writings, and on what principles? What circumstances led 
to the fixing of a list, or canon, of authoritative books? 

The historic Christian belief is that the Holy Spirit, who controlled the writing of the individual books, 
also controlled their selection and collection, thus continuing to fulfil our Lord's promise that He would 
guide His disciples into all the truth. This, however, is something that is to be discerned by spiritual insight, 
and not by historical research. Our object is to find out what historical research reveals about the origin 
of the New Testament canon. Some will tell us that we receive the twenty-seven books of the New 
Testament on the authority of the Church; but even if we do, how did the Church come to recognise these 
twenty-seven and no others as worthy of being placed on a level of inspiration and authority with the Old 
Testament canon? 

The matter is oversimplified in Article VI of the Thirty Nine Articles, when it says: 'In the name of the 
holy Scripture we do understand those canonical Books of the Old and New Testament, of whose authority 
was never any doubt in the Church.' For, leaving on one side the question of the Old Testament canon, it 
is not quite accurate to say that there has never been any doubt in the Church of any of our New 
Testament books. A few of the shorter Epistles (e.g. 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James, Jude) and the Revelation 
were much longer in being accepted in some parts than in others; while elsewhere books which we do 
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not now include in the New Testament were received as canonical. Thus the Codex Sinaiticus included the 
'Epistle of Barnabas' and the Shepherd of Hermas, a Roman work of about AD 110 or earlier, while the 
Codex Alexandrinus included the writings known as the First and Second Epistles of Clement; and the 
inclusion of these works alongside the biblical writings probably indicates that they were accorded some 
degree of canonical status. 

The earliest list of New Testament books of which we have definite knowledge was drawn up at Rome 
by the heretic Marcion about 140. Marcion distinguished the inferior Creator-God of the Old Testament 
from the God and Father revealed in Christ, and believed that the Church ought to jettison all that 
appertained to the former. This 'theological anti-semitism' involved the rejecting not only of the entire 
Old Testament but also of those parts of the New Testament which seemed to him to be infected with 
Judaism. So Marcion's canon consisted of two parts: (a) an expurgated edition of the third Gospel, which 
is the least Jewish of the Gospels, being written by the Gentile Luke; and (b) ten of the Pauline Epistles 
(the three 'Pastoral Epistles' being omitted). Marcion's list, however, does not represent the current 
verdict of the Church but a deliberate aberration from it. 

Another early list, also of Roman provenance, dated about the end of the second century, is that 
commonly called the 'Muratorian Fragment,' because it was first published in Italy in 1740 by the 
antiquarian Cardinal L. A. Muratori. It is unfortunately mutilated at the beginning, but it evidently 
mentioned Matthew and Mark, because it refers to Luke as the third Gospel; then it mentions John, Acts, 
'Paul's nine letters to churches and four to individuals (Philemon, Titus, 1 and 2 Timothy), Jude, two 
Epistles of John, and the Apocalypse of John and that of Peter.' The Shepherd of Hermas is mentioned as 
worthy to be read (i.e. in church) but not to be included in the number of prophetic or apostolic writings. 

The first steps in the formation of a canon of authoritative Christian books, worthy to stand beside the 
Old Testament canon, which was the Bible of our Lord and His apostles, appear to have been taken about 
the beginning of the second century, when there is evidence for the circulation of two collections of 
Christian writings in the Church. 

At a very early date it appears that the four Gospels were united in one collection. They must have been 
brought together very soon after the writing of the Gospel according to John. This fourfold collection was 
known originally as 'The Gospel' in the singular, not 'The Gospels' in the plural; there was only one Gospel, 
narrated in four records, distinguished as 'according to Matthew,' 'according to Mark,' and so on. About 
AD 115 Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, refers to 'The Gospel' as an authoritative writing, and as he knew more 
than one of the four 'Gospels' it may well be that by 'The Gospel' he means the fourfold collection which 
went by that name. 

About AD 170 an Assyrian Christian named Tatian turned the fourfold Gospel into a continuous 
narrative or 'Harmony of the Gospels,' which for long was the favourite if not the official form of the 
fourfold Gospel in the Assyrian Church. It was distinct from the four Gospels in the Old Syriac version. It is 
not certain whether Tatian originally composed his Harmony, usually known as the Diatessaron, in Greek 
or in Syriac; but as it seems to have been compiled at Rome its original language was probably Greek, and 
a fragment of Tatian's Diatessaron in Greek was discovered in the year 1933 at Dura-Europos on the 
Euphrates. At any rate, it was given to the Assyrian Christians in a Syriac form when Tatian returned home 
from Rome, and this Syriac Diatessaron remained the 'Authorised Version' of the Gospels for them until 
it was replaced by the Peshitta or 'simple' version in the fifth century. 

By the time of Irenaeus, who, though a native of Asia Minor, was bishop of Lyons in Gaul about AD 180, 
the idea of a fourfold Gospel had become so axiomatic in the Church at large that he can refer to it as an 
established and recognised fact as obvious as the four cardinal points of the compass or the four winds: 
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For as there are four quarters of the world in which we live, and four universal winds, and as the Church 
is dispersed over all the earth, and the gospel is the pillar and base of the Church and the breath of life, 
so it is natural that it should have four pillars, breathing immortality from every quarter and kindling the 
life of men anew. Whence it is manifest that the Word, the architect of all things, who sits upon the 
cherubim and holds all things together, having been manifested to men, has given us the gospel in fourfold 
form, but held together by one Spirit. 

When the four Gospels were gathered together in one volume, it meant the severance of the two parts 
of Luke's history. When Luke and Acts were thus separated one or two modifications were apparently 
introduced into the text at the end of Luke and the beginning of Acts. Originally Luke seems to have left 
all mention of the ascension to his second treatise; now the words 'and was carried up into heaven' were 
added in Luke xxiv. 51, to round off the narrative, and in consequence 'was taken up' was added in Acts i. 
2. Thus the inconsistencies which some have detected between the accounts of the ascension in Luke and 
Acts are most likely due to these adjustments made when the two books were separated from each other. 

Acts, however, naturally shared the authority and prestige of the third Gospel, being the work of the 
same author, and was apparently received as canonical by all except Marcion and his followers. Indeed, 
Acts occupied a very important place in the New Testament canon, being the pivotal book of the New 
Testament, as Harnack called it, since it links the Gospels with the Epistles, and, by its record of the 
conversion, call, and missionary service of Paul, showed clearly how real an apostolic authority lay behind 
the Pauline Epistles. 

The corpus Paulinum, or collection of Paul's writings, was brought together about the same time as the 
collecting of the fourfold Gospel. As the Gospel collection was designated by the Greek word Euangelion, 
so the Pauline collection was designated by the one word Apostolos, each letter being distinguished as 'To 
the Romans,' 'First to the Corinthians,' and so on. Before long, the anonymous Epistle to the Hebrews was 
bound up with the Pauline writings. Acts, as a matter of convenience, came to be bound up with the 
'General Epistles' (those of Peter, James, John and Jude). 

The only books about which there was any substantial doubt after the middle of the second century 
were some of those which come at the end of our New Testament. Origen (185-254) mentions the four 
Gospels, the Acts, the thirteen Paulines, 1 Peter, 1 John and Revelation as acknowledged by all; he says 
that Hebrews, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James and Jude, with the 'Epistle of Barnabas,' the Shepherd of 
Hermas, the Didache, and the 'Gospel according to the Hebrews,' were disputed by some. Eusebius (c. 
265-340) mentions as generally acknowledged all the books of our New Testament except James, Jude, 2 
Peter, 2 and 3 John, which were disputed by some, but recognised by the majority. Athanasius in 367 lays 
down the twenty-seven books of our New Testament as alone canonical; shortly afterwards Jerome and 
Augustine followed his example in the West. The process farther east took a little longer; it was not until 
c. 508 that 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude and Revelation were included in a version of the Syriac Bible in 
addition to the other twenty two books. 

For various reasons it was necessary for the Church to know exactly what books were divinely 
authoritative. The Gospels, recording 'all that Jesus began both to do and to teach,' could not be regarded 
as one whit lower in authority than the Old Testament books. And the teaching of the apostles in the Acts 
and Epistles was regarded as vested with His authority. It was natural, then, to accord to the apostolic 
writings of the new covenant the same degree of homage as was already paid to the prophetic writings 
of the old. Thus Justin Martyr, about AD 150, classes the 'Memoirs of the Apostles' along with the writings 
of the prophets, saving that both were read in meetings of Christians (Apol i. 67). For the Church did not, 
in spite of the breach with Judaism, repudiate the authority of the Old Testament; but, following the 
example of Christ and His apostles, received it as the Word of God. Indeed, so much did they make the 
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Septuagint their own that, although it was originally a translation of the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek for 
Greek-speaking Jews before the time of Christ, the Jews left the Septuagint to the Christians, and a fresh 
Greek version of the Old Testament was made for Greek speaking Jews. 

It was specially important to determine which books might be used for the establishment of Christian 
doctrine, and which might most confidently be appealed to in disputes with heretics. In particular, when 
Marcion drew up his canon about AD 140, it was necessary for the orthodox churches to know exactly 
what the true canon was, and this helped to speed up a process which had already begun. It is wrong, 
however, to talk or write as if the Church first began to draw up a canon after Marcion had published his. 

Other circumstances which demanded clear definition of those books which possessed divine authority 
were the necessity of deciding which books should be read in church services (though certain books might 
be suitable for this purpose which could not be used to settle doctrinal questions), and the necessity of 
knowing which books might and might not be handed over on demand to the imperial police in times of 
persecution without incurring the guilt of sacrilege. 

One thing must be emphatically stated. The New Testament books did not become authoritative for the 
Church because they were formally included in a canonical list; on the contrary, the Church included them 
in her canon because she already regarded them as divinely inspired, recognising their innate worth and 
general apostolic authority, direct or indirect. The first ecclesiastical councils to classify the canonical 
books were both held in North Africa — at Hippo Regius in 393 and at Carthage in 397 — but what these 
councils did was not to impose something new upon the Christian communities but to codify what was 
already the general practice of those communities. 

There are many theological questions arising out of the history of the canon which we cannot go into 
here; but for a practical demonstration that the Church made the right choice one need only compare the 
books of our New Testament with the various early documents collected by M. R. James in his Apocryphal 

New Testament (1924), or even with the writings of the Apostolic Fathers, to realise the superiority of our 
New Testament books to these others. 

A word may be added about the 'Gospel according to the Hebrews' which, as was mentioned above, 
Origen listed as one of the books which in his day were disputed by some. This work, which circulated in 
Transjordan and Egypt among the Jewish Christian groups called Ebionites, bore some affinity to the 
canonical Gospel of Matthew. Perhaps it was an independent expansion of an Aramaic document related 
to our canonical Matthew. It was known to some of the early Christian Fathers in a Greek version. 

Jerome (347-420) identified this 'Gospel according to the Hebrews' with one which he found in Syria, 
called the Gospel of the Nazarene, and which he mistakenly thought at first was the Hebrew (or Aramaic) 
original of Matthew. It is possible that he was also mistaken in identifying it with the gospel according to 
the Hebrews; the Nazarene Gospel found by Jerome (and translated by him into Greek and Latin) may 
simply have been an Aramaic translation of the canonical Greek Matthew. In any case, the Gospel 
according to the Hebrews and the Gospel of the Nazarenes both had some relation to Matthew, and they 
are to be distinguished from the multitude of apocryphal Gospels which were also current in those days, 
and which have no bearing on our present historical study. These, like several books of apocryphal 'Acts,' 
and similar writings, are almost entirely pure romances. One of the books of apocryphal Acts, however, 
the 'Acts of Paul,' while admittedly a romance of the second century, is interesting because of a pen-
portrait of Paul which it contains, and which, because of its vigorous and unconventional character, was 
thought by Sir William Ramsay to embody a tradition of the apostle's appearance preserved in Asia Minor. 
Paul is described as 'a man small in size, with meeting eyebrows, with a rather large nose, bald-headed, 
bowlegged, strongly built, full of grace, for at times he looked like a man, and at times he had the face of 
an angel'. 
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10.9 Notes 

1. Three forms are postulated, from Gamble, Harry Y, "18", The Canon Debate, p. 300, note 21, (1) 

Marcion's collection that begins with Galatians and ends with Philemon; (2) Papyrus 46, dated 

about 200, that follows the order that became established except for reversing Ephesians and 

Galatians; and (3) the letters to seven churches, treating those to the same church as one letter 

and basing the order on length, so that Corinthians is first and Colossians (perhaps including 

Philemon) is last. 

2. John Knox[26] (the modern writer, not to be confused with John Knox the Protestant Reformer) 
was the first to propose that Marcion's Gospel may have preceded Luke's Gospel and 
Acts,[27]although still maintaining that Marcion edited the sources available to him.[28] 

3. * Matthew (Book 3, Chapter 16): 

• Mark (Book 3, Chapter 10) 

• Luke (Book 3, Chapter 14) 

• John (Book 3, Chapter 11) 

• Acts of the Apostles (Book 3, Chapter 14) 

• Romans (Book 3, Chapter 16) 

• 1 Corinthians (Book 1, Chapter 3) 

• 2 Corinthians (Book 3, Chapter 7) 

• Galatians (Book 3, Chapter 22) 

• Ephesians (Book 5, Chapter 2) 

• Philippians (Book 4, Chapter 18) 

• Colossians (Book 1, Chapter 3) 

• 1 Thessalonians (Book 5, Chapter 6) 

• 2 Thessalonians (Book 5, Chapter 25) 

• 1 Timothy (Book 1, Preface) 

• 2 Timothy (Book 3, Chapter 14) 

• Titus (Book 3, Chapter 3) 

• 1 Peter (Book 4, Chapter 9) 

• 1 John(Book 3, Chapter 16) 

• 2 John (Book 1, Chapter 16) 

• Revelation to John (Book 4, Chapter 20) 
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11. Facts about the NT Canon 

(by Dr. Michael Kruger) 

11.1 Ten Basic Facts about the NT Canon that Every Christian Should Memorize 

(https://michaeljkruger.com/ten-basic-facts-about-the-nt-canon-that-every-christian-should-

memorize-1-the-new-testament-books-are-the-earliest-christian-writings-we-possess/ ) 

11.1.1 “The New Testament Books are the Earliest Christian Writings We Possess” 

This teaching series is designed to help the lay believer learn some basic facts about the New 
Testament canon—the kind of facts that might be helpful in a conversation with a skeptic or 
inquisitive friend.  The first of these facts is one that is so basic that it is often overlooked.  It is 
simply that the New Testament books are the earliest Christian writings we possess. 

One of the most formidable challenges in any discussion about the New Testament canon is 

explaining what makes these 27 books unique.  Why these and not others?  There are many 
answers to that question, but in this blog post we are focusing on just one: the date of these 
books.  These books stand out as distinctive because they are earliest Christian writings we 
possess and thus bring us the closest to the historical Jesus and to the earliest church.   If we want 
to find out what authentic Christianity was really like, then we should rely on the writings that 
are the nearest to that time period. 

This is particularly evident when it comes to the four gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 

John.  These are the only gospel accounts that derive from the first century.  Sure, there are a 
few scholars have attempted to put the Gospel of Thomas in the first century, but this has not 
met with much success.  After all the scholarly dust has settled, even critics agree that these four 
are the earliest accounts of Jesus that we possess. 

Now, a few qualifications are in order.  First, it should be noted that there are disagreements 
about the dating of some New Testament books.  Some critical scholars have argued that some 
New Testament books are forgeries written in the second century.  Meanwhile, other scholars 

have defended the authenticity (and first-century date) of these books.  This is a debate that we 
cannot delve into here. However, even if these debated books are left aside in our discussions, 
we can still affirm that the vast majority of the New Testament writings (including the four 
gospels) still remain the earliest Christian writings we possess. 

Second, some may point out that 1 Clement is a Christian writing that dates to the first century, 
and it is not included in the New Testament canon.  True, but the consensus date for 1 Clementis 
c.96 A.D.  This date is later than all our New Testament books.  The only possible exception is 
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Revelation which is dated, at the latest, around 95-96 A.D.   But, some date Revelation 
earlier.  Even so, this does not affect the macro point we are making here. 

Just to be clear, we are not arguing here that books are canonical simply because they have a 
first century date.  Other Christian writings existed in the first century that were not canonical—
and perhaps we will discover some of these in the future.  Our point is not that all first century 
books are canonical, but that all our canonical books are first century.  And that is a point worth 
making. 

In the end, every Christian should remember one basic fact, namely that the New Testament 

books are distinctive because, generally speaking, they are the earliest Christian writings we 
possess.  None are earlier.  If so, then it seems that the books included in the New Testament are 
not as arbitrary as some would have us believe.  On the contrary, it seems that these are precisely 
the books we would include if we wanted to have access to authentic Christianity. 

11.1.2 “Apocryphal Writings are All Written in the Second Century or Later” 

In the prior post, we discussed the first basic fact about the New Testament canon, namely that 

the New Testament writings are the earliest Christian texts we possess.  We were careful to make 

clear that the early date of these books does not make them canonical, but the early date does 

show that these books were written during a time period when eyewitnesses of Jesus were still 

alive. 

In this current post, we address the issue of “apocryphal” New Testament writings.  These are 

writings that were not included in the New Testament, but have a similar genre (gospels, acts, 

letters, apocalypses, etc.).   And these writings are often attributed to famous individuals; e.g., 

the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of Thomas, the Acts of John. 

While we cannot go into extensive detail about these various apocryphal writings, we can at least 

note one basic fact that is often overlooked: all of these apocryphal writings are dated to the 

second century or later.   Thus, this post is the corollary of the prior one.  Not only are all New 

Testament writings from the first century, but all apocryphal writings (at least the ones that are 

extant) are from the second century or later.  And many are from the third or fourth century. 

What is particularly noteworthy about this fact is that even critical scholars agree.  While there 

is dispute over the dating of some New Testament books (e.g., 2 Peter, the Pastoral Epistles), 

there is virtual unanimity over the late date of apocryphal books.  There are, of course, fringe 

attempts to place some apocryphal writings into the first century—e.g., Crossan argues that a 
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“cross gospel” embedded in the Gospel of Peter is from the first century—but these suggestions 

have not been widely received. 

The observation of this simple fact quickly calls into question sensationalistic claims about how 

these “lost” books contain the “real” version of Christianity. 

Of course, one might argue that later texts can still preserve authentic first-century Christian 

tradition.  After all, a text doesn’t have to be written in the first century to contain material from 

the first century.  True.  But, we would still need to have a compelling reason to accept these 

later texts over our earlier ones.  And when it comes to these apocryphal writings, compelling 

reasons are in short supply. 

For one, we know that many of these apocryphal writings are outright forgeries, pretending to 

be written by someone who was clearly not the author.  That fact alone raises serious questions 

about the reliability of their content.   Second, many of these apocryphal writings contain obvious 

embellishments and legendary additions.  For example, in the Gospel of Peter, Jesus emerges 

from the tomb as a giant whose head reaches the clouds, and he is followed by the cross itself 

which then speaks (!).  And third, many of these apocryphal writings contain a Gnostic-style 

theology that did not even emerge until the second century, and therefore could not represent 

authentic first-century Christianity (e.g., Gospel of Philip). 

To be clear, this does not suggest that it is impossible, in principle, for an apocryphal writing to 

be first century (it’s just that we have not found one yet).  Nor does this suggest that apocryphal 

writings could not (or did not) ever contain reliable Jesus tradition.  We know that early Christians 

sometimes appealed to apocryphal gospels as containing some true material (more on this in a 

later post).  But, and this is the key point, the scraps of apocryphal literature that may be reliable 

do not present a version of Christianity that is out of sync with what we find in the New Testament 

books, and are certainly not in a position to supersede what we find in the New Testament books. 

In the end, apocryphal writings constitute an interesting and fascinating source for the study of 

early Christianity.  But, largely due to their late date, they do not offer a more compelling version 

of Christianity than the New Testament writings themselves. 

11.1.3 “The New Testament Books Are Unique Because They Are Apostolic Books” 
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One of the most basic facts about the New Testament canon that all Christians should understand 

is that the canon is intimately connected to the activities of the apostles. 

Jesus had commissioned his apostles “so that they might be with him and he might send them 

out to preach and have authority” (Mark 3:14–15).  When Jesus sent out the twelve, he reminds 

them that “For it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you” (Matt 

10:20).  Thus, he is able to give a warning to those who reject the apostles’ authority: “If anyone 

will not receive you or listen to your words…it will be more bearable on the day of judgment for 

the land of Sodom and Gomorrah than for that town” (Matt 10:14). 

In sum, the apostles had the very authority of Christ himself.  They were his mouthpiece.  As such, 

their teachings, along with the prophets, were the very foundation of the church.  Paul describes 

the church as “built on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets” (Eph 2:20). If the church 

wanted to know the true Christian message, they would always need to look back to the teaching 

of the apostles. 

But, the apostles didn’t just teach about Jesus orally.  At some point—a very early point—the 

apostolic message was written down.  Often it was written down by the apostles themselves.  At 

other points it was written down by companions of apostles who were recording their 

message.  Either way, the authoritative apostolic message found its way into books. 

For obvious reasons, the church would value apostolic books over and above other type of books. 

And this is exactly what happened.  The books that the church regarded as apostolic were the 
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books that were read, copied, and used most often in early Christian worship.  These are the 

books that eventually became the New Testament canon.  The canon is the byproduct of the 

ministry of the apostles. 

In fact, the church’s overt dependence on apostolic writings is precisely why we see a 

proliferation of “apocryphal” books in the second century (and later) that were named after 

apostles.  We have the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Peter, the Acts of John, and even 

the Gospel of the Twelve!  Rather than raising doubts about the apostolic nature of the New 

Testament, these apocryphal writings actually serve to confirm it.  They show that the early 

church valued apostolic books so much that forgers had to try and mimic the genuine ones in 

order to get a hearing.   

Of course, some modern scholars dispute the apostolic authorship of some of the New Testament 

books, claiming they were written by later authors only pretending to be the apostles.  However, 

these claims are by no means proven, and many other scholars dispute them.  Moreover, it 

should not be forgotten that the early church was in a better position to ascertain the authorship 

and origins of these books than are modern scholars two thousand years later. 

In the end, the New Testament canon exists because of an early Christian belief that the apostles 

spoke for Christ.  That belief led Christians to value apostolic books.  And those apostolic books 

eventually formed the New Testament that we know today. 

11.1.4 “Some NT Writers Quote Other NT Writers as Scripture” 
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One of the most controversial issues in the study of the New Testament canon is the date when 

these books were regarded as Scripture.  When were these books first used as an authoritative 

guide for the church?   Critical scholars will argue that these books were not written to be 

Scripture and were not even used as Scripture until the end of the second century. 

But one of the most basic facts that Christians should know is that some New Testament writers 

actually quote other New Testament writers as Scripture.  This demonstrates that the concept of 

a new corpus of biblical books was not a late development, but one that seems to be present in 

the earliest stages of Christianity. 

The most obvious example of this phenomenon is 2 Pet 3:15-16 where Peter refers to Paul’s 

letters “Scripture” on par with the books of the Old Testament.  It is noteworthy that Peter 

mentions multiple letters of Paul, indicating that he was aware of some sort of collection. And, 

even more importantly, he assumes his audience is aware of this collection as well.  There is no 

indication that the scriptural status of Paul’s letters is a new or novel idea—Peter mentions it 

quite casually and naturally. 

The implications of Peter’s statement should not be missed.  It shows that apostolic letters (in 

this instance Paul’s) had a scriptural status in early Christianity.  If so, then it hard to imagine 
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Peter would not have expected his own letter to be received with the same authority.  After all, 

just a few verses earlier Peter made it clear that the teachings of the apostles were on par with 

the Old Testament itself (2 Pet 3:2). 

Another example of this phenomenon is found in 1 Tim 5:18 which says: “For the Scripture says, 

‘You shall not muzzle the ox while it treads out the grain’ and ‘the laborer deserves his wages.’” 

While the first quote comes from Deut 25:4, the latter quote is an exact match with Luke 

10:7.  Although one might suggest that Paul is citing oral Jesus tradition, that option is precluded 

by the fact that he introduces the saying with “the Scripture says.” 

Although Paul might be citing some unknown apocryphal gospel (that just happens to have the 

exact same wording of Luke 10:7), why should we prefer an unknown hypothetical source over a 

known source?  We know that Luke actually was used as Scripture in the early church—the same 

cannot be said of this hypothetical apocryphal gospel. 

Of course, because these two passages seem to cite other NT books as Scripture, scholars have 

argued these books are forgeries, having a late date probably around the turn of the century 

(c.100).   We cannot delve into these academic debates here, but it should be noted that these 

debates are by no means settled.  Moreover, even if one concedes the late date for these books 

(for the sake of argument), that still puts the date of the canon at a remarkably early time. 

If the NT writers were citing other NT writers as Scripture, then that suggests the canon was not 

a later ecclesiastical development, but something early and innate to the early Christian faith. 

And that is a basic fact that all Christians should know. 

11.1.5 “The Four Gospels are Well Established by the End of the Second Century” 

When it comes to basic facts about the NT canon that Christians should memorize, one of the 

most critical is the statement by Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons, around A.D. 180: “It is not possible 

that the gospels can be either more or fewer than the number they are.  For, since there are four 

zones of the world in which we live and four principle winds… [and] the cherubim, too, were four-

faced.”[1] 

Here Irenaeus not only affirms the canonicity the four gospels, but is keen to point out that only 

these four gospels are recognized by the church.   Indeed, Irenaeus is so certain that the canon 

of the gospels is closed that he can argue that it is entrenched in the very structure of creation—

four zones of the world, four principle winds, etc. 
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In an effort to minimize the implications of Irenaeus’ statement, some scholars have suggested 

that only Irenaeus held this view.  He is thus portrayed as lonely, isolated, innovator who is trying 

to break into new and uncharted territory.  This whole idea of a fourfold gospel, we are told, was 

invented by Irenaeus. 

But, does this Irenaeus-as-innovator approach fit the facts?  Not really.  There are several 

considerations that raise doubts about it: 

1. Irenaeus’ own writings.  When Irenaeus talks about the fourfold gospel in his writings, he gives 

no indication that he is presenting a new idea, or that he is asking the reader to consider a new 

concept.  On the contrary, he speaks in a manner that assumes the reader knows and follows 

these same gospels.  He speaks of them naturally and unapologetically.  In short, Irenaeus does 

not write like a person advocating the scriptural status of these books for the first time. 

2. Irenaeus’ contemporaries.  The idea that Irenaeus was alone runs into a serious challenge, 

namely that there were other writers at the end of the second century that affirmed these same 

four gospels as exclusive.  The Muratorian fragment, Clement of Alexandria, and Theophilus of 

Antioch are examples.   Apparently, Irenaeus was not the only one under the impression that the 

church had four gospels. 

In addition, one should consider Tatian’s Diatesseron—a harmony of the four gospels written 

c.170.  The Diatesseron not only tells us that these four gospels were known and used, but it tells 

us that they were seen as authoritative enough to warrant harmonization.  After all, why would 

one bother harmonizing books that were not authoritative? If they weren’t authoritative, then it 

wouldn’t matter if they contradicted each other. 

3. Irenaeus’ Predecessors. Although the evidence prior to Irenaeus is less clear, we can still see a 

commitment to the fourfold gospel.  For instance, Justin Martyr, writing c.150, refers to plural 

“gospels”[2] and at one point provides an indication of how many he has in mind when he 

describes these gospels as “drawn up by His apostles and those who followed them.”[3] Since 

such language indicates (at least) two gospels written by apostles, and (at least) two written by 

apostolic companions, it is most naturally understood as reference to our four canonical 

gospels.[4] 

 This is confirmed by the fact that Justin cites from all three Synoptic Gospels,[5] and even seems 

to cite the gospel of John directly, “For Christ also said, ‘Except ye be born again, ye shall not 

enter into the kingdom of heaven’” (cf. John 3:3).[6]   The fact that Justin was the mentor for 
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Tatian (who produced a harmony of the four gospels) provides yet another reason to think that 

he had a fourfold gospel. 

In the end, there are ample reasons to reject the idea that Irenaeus was the inventor of the 

fourfold gospel canon.  Not only did his contemporaries have this same view, but this view was 

even shared by those before him.  Thus, we must consider the possibility that Irenaeus was 

actually telling the truth when he says that the fourfold gospel was something that was “handed 

down”[7] to him. 

 
[1] Haer. 3.11.8. 

[2] 1 Apol. 66.3. 

[3] Dial. 103. 

[4] G. Stanton, “The Fourfold Gospel,” NTS 43 (1997): 317–346. 

[5] E.g., Dial 100.1; 103.8; 106.3-4.  Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 38, declares that the 

citations in Justin “derive from written gospels, usually from Matthew and Luke, in one instance 

from Mark.” 

[6] 1 Apol. 61.4. 

[7] Haer 3.1.1. 

11.1.6 “At the End of the Second Century, the Muratorian Fragment lists 22 of our 27 NT 

books” 
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This series is designed to introduce lay Christians to the basic facts of how the New Testament 

canon developed.  One of the key data points in any discussion of canon is something called the 

Muratorian fragment (also known as the Muratorian canon).  This fragment, named after its 

discoverer Ludovico Antonio Muratori, contains our earliest list of the books in the New 

Testament.  While the fragment itself dates from the 7th or 8th century, the list it contains was 

originally written in Greek and dates back to the end of the second century (c.180). 

Some have argued that the list should be dated to the fourth century (e.g., Sundberg and 

Hahneman), but the consensus of scholars today still places the list in the second century. Joseph 

Verheyden sums up the modern debate, “None of the arguments put forward by Sundberg and 

Hahneman in favour of a fourth-century, eastern origin of the Fragment are convincing.”[1] 

What is noteworthy for our purposes here is that the Muratorian fragment affirms 22 of the 27 

books of the New Testament.  These include the four Gospels, Acts, all 13 epistles of Paul, Jude, 

1 John, 2 John (and possibly 3rd John), and Revelation.  This means that at a remarkably early 

point (end of the second century), the central core of the New Testament canon was already 

established and in place. 

Of course, it should be acknowledged that the Muratorian canon also seems to affirm the 

Apocalypse of Peter.  However, the author of the fragment immediately expresses that some 

have hesitations about this book.  Those hesitations eventually won out, and the Apocalypse 

of  Peter was never widely affirmed by the early church, and never earned a final spot in the 

canon. 

The fact that there was some disagreement during this time period over a few of the “peripheral” 

books should not surprise us.  It took some time for the issue of the canon to be settled.  This 

occasional disagreement, however, should not keep us from observing the larger and broader 

unity that early Christians shared regarding the “core” New Testament books. 

If there was a core canon from an early time period, then there are two significant implications 

we can draw from this.  First, this means that most of the debates and disagreements about 

canonical books in early Christianity only concerned a handful of books.  Books like 3 John, James, 

2 Peter and so on.  Early Christianity was not a wide open literary free for all, where there was 

no agreement on much of anything.  Instead there was an agreed-upon core that no one really 

disputed.  
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Second, if there was a core collection of New Testament books, then the theological trajectory 

of early Christianity had already been determined prior to the debates about the peripheral 

books being resolved.  So, regardless of the outcome of discussion over books like 2 Peter or 

James, Christianity’s core doctrines of the person of Christ, the work of Christ, the means of 

salvation, etc., were already in place and already established.  The acceptance or rejection of 

books like 2 Peter would not change that fact. 

Thus, the Muratorian fragment stands as a reminder of two important facts.  First, Christians did 

disagree over books from time to time. That was an inevitability, particularly in the early 

stages.  But this list also reminds us of a second (and more fundamental) fact, namely that there 

was widespread agreement over the core from a very early time. 

11.1.7 “Early Christians Often Used Non-Canonical Writings.” 

 

 

For Christians struggling to understand the development of the New Testament canon, one of 

the most confusing (and perhaps concerning) facts is that early Christian writers often cited from 

and used non-canonical writings.   In other words, early Christians did not just use books from 

our current New Testament, but also read books like the Shepherd of Hermas, the Gospel of 

Peter, and the Epistle of Barnabas. 

Usually Christians discover this fact as they read a book or article that is highly critical of the New 

Testament canon, and this fact is used as a reason to think that our New Testament writings are 

nothing special.  The literary preferences of the earliest Christians were wide open, we are 
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told.  Or, as one critic put it, early Christians read a “boundless, living mass of heterogenous” 

texts.[1]      

Because this fact is used to criticize the integrity of the New Testament canon, then all Christians 

should be keen to learn it.   While the fact itself is true—early Christians did read and use many 

writings not in the canon—the conclusions often drawn from this fact are often not. 

When scholars mention the Christian use of non-canonical writings, two facts are often left out: 

1.   The manner of citation.  It is important to note that while Christians often cited and used 

non-canonical literature, they only rarely cited them as Scripture.  For the most part, 

Christians were simply using these books as helpful, illuminating, or edifying writings.  This is 

not all that different than practices in our modern day.  A preacher may quote from CS Lewis 

in a sermon, but that does not mean he puts Lewis’s authority on par with Scripture itself. 

A good example of this phenomenon is the use of the Gospel of Peter by the church at 

Rhossus at the end of the second century.  Scholars often appeal to this story as evidence 

that early Christians had no established gospel canon.  However, there is no evidence that 

the church there used the book as Scripture.  

When we ask the question about which books early Christians cited most often as Scripture, 

then the answer is overwhelmingly in favor of the books that eventually made it into the New 

Testament canon. 

2.   Frequency of citation.  Another often overlooked factor is the relative degree of frequency 

between citations of New Testament books and citations of non-canonical books.   For 

example, scholars often appeal to Clement of Alexandria as the standard example of an early 

Christian that used non-canonical literature equally with canonical literature.   But, when it 

comes to frequency of citation, this is far from true.  

J.A. Brooks, for instance, has observed that Clement cites the canonical books “about sixteen 

times more often than apocryphal and patristic writings.”[2] When it comes to gospels, the 

evidence is even better.  Clement cites apocryphal gospels only 16 times, whereas, he cites 

just the gospel of Matthew 757 times.[3] 

In sum, Christians need to memorize this simple fact about the New Testament canon: early 

Christians used many other books besides those that made it into our Bibles.  But, this should not 
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surprise us.  For, indeed, we still do the very same thing today even though we have a New 

Testament that has been settled for over 1600 years. 

 
[1] Dungan, Constantine’s Bible, 52. 

[2] Brooks, “Clement of Alexandria,” 48. 

[3] Bernard Mutschler, Irenäus als johanneischer Theologe (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 101. 

11.1.8 “The NT Canon Was Not Decided at Nicea—Nor Any Other Church Council.” 

 

 

For whatever set of reasons, there is a widespread belief out there (internet, popular books) that 

the New Testament canon was decided at the Council of Nicea in 325 AD—under the 

conspiratorial influence of Constantine.  The fact that this claim was made in Dan Brown’s best-

seller The Da Vinci Code shows how widespread it really is.  Brown did not make up this belief; 

he simply used it in his book. 

The problem with this belief, however, is that it is patently false.  The Council of Nicea had 

nothing to do with the formation of the New Testament canon (nor did Constantine).   Nicea was 

concerned with how Christians should articulate their beliefs about the divinity of Jesus.  Thus it 

was the birthplace of the Nicean creed. 

When people discover that Nicea did not decide the canon, the follow up question is usually, 

“Which council did decide the canon?”   Surely we could not have a canon without some sort of 
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authoritative, official act of the church by which it was decided.  Surely we have a canon because 

some group of men somewhere voted on it. Right? 

This whole line of reasoning reveals a fundamental assumption about the New Testament canon 

that needs to be corrected, namely that it was (or had to be) decided by a church council.  The 

fact of the matter is that when we look into early church history there is no such council.   Sure, 

there are regional church councils that made declarations about the canon (Laodicea, Hippo, 

Carthage).   But these regional councils did not just “pick” books they happened to like, but 

affirmed the books they believed had functioned as foundational documents for the Christian 

faith.  In other words, these councils were declaring the way things had been, not the way they 

wanted them to be. 

Thus, these councils did not create, authorize, or determine the canon. They simply were part of 

the process of recognizing a canon that was already there.  

This raises an important fact about the New Testament canon that every Christian should 

know.  The shape of our New Testament canon was not determined by a vote or by a council, but 

by a broad and ancient consensus.  Here we can agree with Bart Ehrman, “The canon of the New 

Testament was ratified by widespread consensus rather than by official proclamation.”[1]     

This historical reality is a good reminder that the canon is not just a man-made construct.  It was 

not the result of a power play brokered by rich cultural elites in some smoke filled room.  It was 

the result of many years of God’s people reading, using, and responding to these books.  

The same was true for the Old Testament canon.  Jesus himself used and cited the Old Testament 

writings with no indication anywhere that there was uncertainty about which books 

belonged.  Indeed, he held his audience accountable for knowing these books.  But, in all of this, 

there was no Old Testament church council that officially picked them (not even Jamnia).  They 

too were the result of ancient and widespread consensus. 

In the end, we can certainly acknowledge that humans played a role in the canonical 

process.  But, not the role that is so commonly attributed to them.  Humans did not determine 

the canon, they responded to it.  In this sense, we can say that the canon really chose itself.  

 
[1] Lost Christianities, 231. 
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11.1.9 “Christians Did Disagree about the Canonicity of Some NT Books” 

When it comes to basic facts that all Christians should know about the canon, it is important that 

we recognize that the development of the canon was not always neat and tidy.  It was not a 

pristine, problem-free process where everyone agreed on everything right from the outset. 

On the contrary, the history of the canon is, at points, quite tumultuous.  Some Christians 

received books that were later rejected and regarded as apocryphal.  More than this, there was 

disagreement at times even over some canonical books. 

For instance, Origen mentions that books like 2 Peter, 2-3 John, and James were doubted and 

disputed by some in his own day.  Also, Dionysius of Alexandria tells us that some thought that 

Revelation was not written by the apostle John and should therefore be rejected. 

It is important that we be reminded of such disputes and debates lest we conceive of the history 

of the canon in an overly-sanitized fashion.   The canon was not given to us on golden tablets by 

an angel from heaven (as claimed for the Book of Mormon).  God, for his own providential 

reasons, chose to deliver the canon through normal historical circumstances.  And historical 

circumstances are not always smooth. 

What is unfortunate, however, is that these disagreements amongst Christians are sometimes 

used as an argument against the validity of the 27-book canon we know today.  Critics claim that 

such disagreements call into question the entire canonical enterprise.  Why should we trust the 

outcome, it is argued, if some Christians disagreed? 

Several factors should be considered in response.   First, we shouldn’t overlook the fact that 

these disputes only affected a handful of books.   Critics often present the history of the canon 

as if every book were equally in dispute.  That is simply not the case.  As we saw in a prior post, 

the vast majority of these books were in place by the end of the second century. 

Second, we should not overestimate the extent of these disputes.  Origen, for example, simply 

tells us that these books were disputed by some. But, in the case of 2 Peter, Origen is quite clear 

that he himself accepts it.  Thus, there are no reasons to think that most Christians during this 

time period rejected these books.  On the contrary, it seems that church fathers like Origen were 

simply acknowledging the minority report. 
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Third, we should also remember that the church eventually reached a broad, deep, and long-

lasting consensus over these books that some disputed.  After the dust had settled on all these 

canonical discussions, the church was quite unified regarding these writings.  Of course, critics 

will suggest this is an irrelevant fact and should be given no weight. For them, the decisive issue 

is that Christians disagreed.  But, why should we think that disagreements amongst Christians are 

significant, while unity amongst Christians is insignificant? The latter should be given the same 

consideration as the former. 

But, even after offering these three responses, we should recognize that there is still a deeper 

issue in play for those who think disagreements amongst Christians invalidate the truth of the 

canon.  Beneath this objection is a key (and unspoken) assumption, namely that if God were to 

give his church a canon he would not have done it this way. 

Put differently, there is an assumption that we can only believe that we have the writings God 

intended if there are very few (if any) dissenters and if there is virtually immediate and universal 

agreement on all 27 books.  But, where does this assumption come from?  And why should we 

think it is true?  

Indeed, there are many reasons to think it is false.  For one, how does the critic know how God 

would give canonical books?  This is a theological claim about how God works and what he would 

do (or wouldn’t do).  But, how does the critic know what God would or wouldn’t do?  To what 

source is he appealing?  Surely, not the New Testament for that is the very source being criticized! 

But, even more than this, we have good reasons to think that some dispute amongst Christians 

would be inevitable.  Just the practical reality of giving books in real time and space, in real 

historical circumstances, spread out over different authors, on different continents, and at 

different times, would naturally create dispute in some places. 

Whenever someone shows angst over these early canonical disagreements, I often ask a simple 

question: “What did you expect the process would be like?”  It is at this point, that people often 

realize they have an overly-pristine expectation about how God would deliver his books—an 

expectation that is entirely their own and not derived from Scripture or from history. 

All of this reminds us that God sometimes uses normal historical processes to accomplish his 

ends.  And those historical processes are not always neat and tidy.  But, this should not detract 

from the reality that the ends are still God’s.   
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 11.1.10 “Early Christians Believed that Canonical Books were Self-Authenticating.” 

How do we know which books are from God, and which are not?  There are many answers to 

that question, some of which we have covered in prior posts. Certainly the apostolic origins of a 

book can help identify it as being from God. And, the church’s overall consensus on a book can 

be part of how we identity it as being from God. 

But, it is interesting to note that the early church fathers, while agreeing that apostolicity and 

church-reception are fundamentally important, also appealed to another factor that is often 

overlooked in modern studies. They appealed to the internal qualities of these books. 

In other words, they argued that these books bore certain attributes that distinguished them as 

being from God. They argued that they could hear the voice of their Lord in these particular 

books. In modern theological language, they believed that canonical books are self-

authenticating.  As Jesus said in John 10:27: “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they 

follow me.” 

Origen is quite clear that the divine qualities of books play a role in their authentication: “If 

anyone ponders over the prophetic sayings…it is certain that in the very act of reading and 

diligently studying them his mind and feelings will be touched by a divine breath and he will 

recognize the words he is reading are not utterances of man but the language of God.”[1] 

Elsewhere Origen says similar things. He defends the canonicity of the book of Jude because “it 

is filled with the healthful words of heavenly grace”[2] and defends the canonical gospels because 

of their “truly venerable and divine contents.”[3]  He even defends the canonicity of the book of 

Hebrews on the ground that “the ideas of the epistle are magnificent.”[4] 

Tatian is very clear about the role of the internal qualities of these books: “I was led to put faith 

in these [Scriptures] by the unpretending cast of the language, the inartificial character of the 

writers, the foreknowledge displayed of future events, the excellent quality of the precepts.”[5] 

Jerome defended the epistle of Philemon on the grounds that it is “a document which has in it so 

much of the beauty of the Gospel” which is the “mark of its inspiration.”[6]  Chrysostom declares 

that in the gospel of John there is “nothing counterfeit” because the gospel is “uttering a voice 

which is sweeter and more profitable than that of any harp or any music…something great and 

sublime.”[7] 



205 
 

Right before citing Matt 4:17 and Phil 4:5, Clement of Alexandria says that you can distinguish 

the words of men from the words of Scripture because “No one will be so impressed by the 

exhortations of any of the saints, as he is by the words of the Lord Himself.”[8] 

These examples (and more could be added) are sufficient to show that the early church fathers 

believed that evidence for the canonicity of books can be found in the books themselves. In other 

words, canonical books are self-authenticating. 

Of course, at this point one might object: “If the internal qualities of these books really exist, then 

how do we explain why they are rejected by so many?  Why don’t more people see these 

qualities?” 

The answer lies in the role of the Holy Spirit in helping people see what is objectively there. Due 

to the noetic effects of sin (Rom 3:10-18), one cannot recognize these qualities without 

the testimonium spiritus sancti internum, the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit. 

Needless to say, the non-Christian will find this explanation to be largely unpersuasive.  “Isn’t a 

little suspicious,” he might object, “that Christians claim they are the only ones who can see the 

truth of these books and everyone else is blinded to it? That seems enormously self-serving.” 

This objection is understandable.  But, if Christian doctrines concerning the fall, original sin, and 

the corruption of the human heart are true, then it naturally follows that a person without the 

Spirit cannot discern the presence of the Spirit (such as whether He is speaking in a book). 

Moreover, it is not all that different than the reality that some people are tone-deaf and therefore 

unable to discern whether a musical note is “on key.”  You can imagine a tone-deaf person 

objecting, “This whole ‘on key’ thing is a sham run by musical insiders who claim to have a special 

ability to hear such things.” But, despite all the protests, the truth of the matter would remain: 

there is such a thing as being on key whether the tone-deaf person hears it or not. 

In the end, the church fathers teach us a very important truth.  The NT canon we possess today 

is not due to the machinations of later church leaders, or to the political influence of Constantine, 

but due to the fact that these books imposed themselves on the church through their internal 

qualities. 

Or, as Harvard Professor Arthur Darby Nock used to say about the formation of the canon: “The 

most travelled roads in Europe are the best roads; that is why they are so heavily travelled.”[9]  
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[1] Princ. 4.1.6.   

[2] Comm. Matt. 10.17. 

[3] Cels. 3.21.  

[4] Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.12; translation mine. 

[5] Address to the Greeks, 29. 

[6] Prologue to Comm. Phlm. 

[7] Hom. Jo. 1.2. 

[8] Protr. 9.  

[9] Metzger, Canon of the New Testament, 286. 

11.2 Ten Misconceptions About the NT Canon 

(https://michaeljkruger.com/the-complete-series-10-misconceptions-about-the-nt-canon/ ) 

11.2.1 “The Term ‘Canon’ Can Only Refer to a Fixed, Closed List of Books” 

Graham Stanton has correctly observed, “In discussions of the emergence of the canon, whether 

of the Old or the New Testament writings, definitions are all important, and the devil is in the 

detail.”[1] Indeed, one’s definition of canon drives one’s historical conclusions about canon–

particularly regarding its date.  And precisely for this reason, there has always been a vigorous 

debate amongst scholars over what we mean by the term “canon.” 

However, in recent years, that debate has taken an interesting turn.  One particular definition of 

canon has begun to emerge as the dominant one.  In fact, scholars have suggested that we must 

all use this definition lest the entire field of canonical studies be thrown into confusion and 

anachronism. And that definition is the one that says canon only exists when one has a closed, 

final, fixed list. You can have “Scripture” prior to this time, but not a “canon.”  This can be called 

the exclusive definition. 

The impact of this new “consensus” has been profound on canonical studies:  If you cannot have 

a canon until books are in a closed, final list, then there could not be a canon until the fourth or 

even fifth century at the earliest.  Thus, this definition has been used to push the date of canon 

further and further back into the later centuries of the church. Remarkably, then, the date for 

canon has become later and later while the historical evidence hasn’t changed at all. 

But, is the exclusive definition the best definition for canon?  And are we obligated to use it to 

the exclusion of all others?  Although this definition rightly captures the fact that the boundaries 
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of the canon had fluid edges prior to the fourth century, I think it creates more problems than it 

solves.  A number of concerns: 

1. It is difficult to believe that the sharp Scripture-canon distinction drawn by modern advocates 

of the exclusive definition would have been so readily shared by their historical counterparts in 

the second century.  Would early Christians have regarded Scripture as fluid and open-ended and 

only canon as limited and restricted?  If they were able to say that certain books in their library 

were Scripture, then that implies they would have been able to say that other books in their 

library were not Scripture.  But, if they are able to say which books are (and are not) Scripture, 

then how is that materially different than saying which books are in (or not in) a canon?   Thus, it 

seems some degree of limitation and exclusion is already implied in the term “Scripture.” 

2. While the exclusive definition insists the term canon cannot be used till the New Testament 

collection has been officially “closed,” significant ambiguity remains on what, exactly, constitutes 

this closing.  If it is absolute uniformity of practice, across all of Christendom, then, on those 

terms, there was still not a canon even in the fourth century.  Indeed, on those terms we still do 

not have a canon even today!  If the closing of the canon refers to a formal, official act of the 

New Testament church then we hard pressed to find such an act before the Council of Trent in 

the sixteenth century. The fact of the matter is that when we look into the history of the canon 

we realize that there was never a time where the boundaries of the New Testament were closed 

in the way the exclusive definition would require. 

3. This leads us to arguably the most foundational problem for this definition.  Inherent to the 

exclusive definition is an insistence that the fourth century represents such a profoundly different 

stage in the development of the New Testament that it warrants a decisive change in 

terminology. But, was the canon so very different in the fourth century?   While a broader degree 

of consensus was no doubt achieved by this point, the core books of the New Testament—the 

four gospels and the majority of Paul’s epistles—had already been recognized and received for 

centuries.   Whatever supposedly happened in the fourth century neither altered the status of 

these books nor increased their authority. The abrupt change in terminology gives the impression 

that these books bore some lesser status prior to this point; it communicates that 

Christians only had Scripture and not a canon.  Or, as one scholar put it, prior to the fourth 

century Christian only had a “boundless, living mass of heterogenous” texts.[2]  But this is 

misleading at best. 

In light of these concerns, we should not be forced to use just this single definition. If we are to 

fully appreciate the depth and complexity of canon, we must also let other definitions have a 
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voice. Brevard Childs has highlighted what we might call the functional definition which suggests 

we have a canon as soon as a book is used as Scripture by early Christians.  On this definition, we 

would have a canon at least by the early second century.  And I have argued for a third definition 

in my forthcoming article for Tyndale Bulletin that would define canon as the books God gave his 

corporate church (what I call the ontological definition).  One might say this views canon from a 

divine perspective.  On this definition, we would have a “canon” as soon as these books were 

written. 

Ironically, then, perhaps the debate over canon is best addressed not by choosing one definition, 

but by allowing for the legitimacy of multiple definitions that interface with one another.  If canon 

is a multi-dimensional phenomenon, then perhaps it is best defined in a multi-dimensional 

fashion. 

 
[1] “The Gospels in Justin and Irenaeus,” 370. 

[2] Dungan, Constantine’s Bible, 132-133. 

11.2.2 “Nothing in Early Christianity Dictated That There Would be a Canon” 

Contemporary challenges to the New Testament canon have taken a number of different forms 

over the years.  For generations, scholars have mainly focused upon the problem of the 

boundaries of the New Testament. The perennial question has usually been “How do we know 

we have the right books?”  But, in recent years, a new challenge has begun to take center stage 

(though it is really not new at all).  While the validity of the canon’s boundaries is still an area of 

concern, the attention has shifted to the validity of the canon’s very existence.  The question now 

is “Why is there a New Testament at all?” 

The answer, according to critics of the canon, is not to be found in the first-century—there was 

nothing about earliest Christianity (or the books themselves) that would naturally lead to the 

development of a canon. Instead, we are told, the answer is to be found in the later Christian 

church.  The canon was an ecclesiastical product that was designed to meet ecclesiastical needs. 

Thus, the New Testament canon was not a natural development within early Christianity, but a 

later, artificial development that is out of sync with Christianity’s original purpose—it was 

something imposed upon the Christian faith. Gamble argues this very point: “There is no 

intimation at all that the early church entertained the idea of Christian scriptures…Therefore, the 

NT as we think of it was utterly remote from the minds of the first generation of Christian 

believers.”[1] 



209 
 

However, are we really to think that there was nothing about earliest Christianity that might have 

given rise to a new collection of scriptural books?  I will argue here that the earliest Christians 

held a number of beliefs that, especially when taken in tandem, would have naturally led to the 

development of a new collection of sacred books—what we could call a “canon.”  In other words, 

the theological matrix of first-century Christianity created a favorable environment for the 

growth of a new written revelational deposit. Let us consider what three of these theological 

beliefs might have been. 

1. The earliest Christians believed that Jesus of Nazareth was the eschatological fulfillment of 

foundational Old Testament promises about God’s redemption of his people.  It is important to 

remember the Jews of the first century period were in a state of anticipation—waiting and 

longing for God’s redemptive deliverance of Israel.  In other words, Jews of this period viewed 

the story of the Old Testament books as incomplete.  When the Old Testament story of Israel was 

viewed as a whole, it was not viewed as something that was finished but as something that was 

waiting to be finished. N.T. Wright observes, “The great story of the Hebrew scriptures was 

therefore inevitably read in the second-temple period as a story in search of a 

conclusion.”[2]  What made the earliest Christians unique is that they believed that the story of 

the Old Testament had been completed.  It was finished and fulfilled in the coming of Jesus of 

Nazareth.  The long-awaited redemption of God had arrived. 

If so, it is not difficult to see how this belief might impact the production of new scriptural books. 

If Christians believed the OT story had now been completed, then it reasonable to think that the 

proper conclusion to the Old Testament might then be written.  Otherwise the OT Scriptures 

would be a play without a final act. This possibility finds confirmation in the fact that some of the 

New Testament writings seem to be intentionally completing the Old Testament story.  It is 

noteworthy that the first book of the New Testament begins with a genealogy with a strong 

Davidic theme (Matt 1:1), and the (likely) last book of the Hebrew canon begins with a genealogy 

that has a strong Davidic theme (1 Chronicles 1-2). This structural feature led D. Moody Smith to 

declare, “In doing so, Matthew makes clear that Jesus represents the restoration of that dynasty 

and therefore the history of Israel and the history of salvation. Thus, Jesus continues the biblical 

narrative.”[3] Davies and Allison agree that Matthew “thought of his gospel as a continuation of 

the biblical history.”[4] 

2. The earliest Christians believed that Jesus inaugurated a new covenant.  We must remember 

that the Jews of the first century were covenantally oriented. N.T. Wright has observed that 

“Covenant theology was the air breathed by the Judaism of this period.”[5]  And it is clear that 

the earliest Christians were also covenantally oriented, as they saw Jesus as ushering in a new 
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covenant (Luke 22:20; cf. Matt 26:28; Mark 14:24; 2 Cor 3:6; Heb 7:22, 8:8).  What implications 

does this belief have on canon? 

The answer lies in the very close connection between covenants and written texts.  It is well-

established by now that the very concept of ‘covenant’ (or treaty) was drawn from the ancient 

near eastern world where a suzerain king would often make a treaty-covenant with his vassal 

king. And here is the key: when such covenants were made, they were accompanied by written 

documentation of that covenant.  It is not surprising then that when God made a treaty-covenant 

with Israel on Sinai, he gave them written documentation of the terms of that covenant.  Indeed, 

so close was the connection between the covenant and written texts, that Old Testament 

language would often equate the two—the written text was the covenant! 

If this is the background of early Christian understanding of covenants, then the implications are 

easy to see. The earliest Christians were themselves immersed in the covenantal structure of the 

Old Testament and thus would have understood this critical connection between covenants and 

written texts.  Thus, if they believed that through Jesus Christ a new covenant had been 

inaugurated with Israel (Jer 31:31), it would have been entirely natural for them to expect new 

written documents to testify to the terms of that covenant. 

In other words, this Old Testament covenantal background provides strong historical reason for 

thinking that early Christians would have had a predisposition towards written canonical 

documents and that such documents might have arisen naturally from the early Christian 

movement.  At a minimum, the covenantal context of early Christianity suggests that the 

emergence of a new corpus of scriptural books, after the announcement of a new covenant, 

could not be regarded as entirely unexpected. 

This appears to find confirmation in 2 Cor 3:6 when Paul refers to himself and the other apostles 

as “ministers of the new covenant”—and Paul makes this declaration in a written text that bears 

his authority as a minister of the new covenant.  Thus, one could hardly fault the Corinthians if 

they understood Paul’s letter as, in some sense, a covenant document. 

3. The earliest Christians believed in the authority of the apostles to speak for Christ. Jesus had 

commissioned his apostles “so that they might be with him and he might send them out to preach 

and have authority” (Mark 3:14–15).  When Jesus sent out the twelve, he reminds them that “For 

it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you” (Matt 10:20).  Thus, 

he is able to give a warning to those who reject the apostles’ authority: “If anyone will not receive 
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you or listen to your words…it will be more bearable on the day of judgment for the land of 

Sodom and Gomorrah than for that town” (Matt 10:14). 

Given this background, we come to the key question: what would happen if the apostles put their 

authoritative message in written form?  How would such documents be viewed?  Initially, of 

course, the apostles delivered their message orally through teaching and preaching. But, it was 

not long before they began to write their message down. And when they did so, they also told 

Christians “Stand firm and hold to the traditions you were taught by us, either by our spoken 

word or by our letter” (2 Thess 2:15). And again, “If anyone does not obey what we say in this 

letter, take note of that person and have nothing to do with him” (2 Thess 3:14). 

It is here that we see the obvious connection between the role of the apostles and the beginnings 

of the canon.  If apostles were viewed as the mouthpiece of Christ, and they wrote down that 

apostolic message in books, then those books would be received as the very words of Christ 

himself.  Such writings would not have to wait until second, third, or fourth-century ecclesiastical 

decisions to become authoritative—instead they would be viewed as authoritative from almost 

the very start. For this reason, a written New Testament was not something the church formally 

“decided” to have at some later date, but was instead the natural outworking of the redemptive-

historical function of the apostles. 

In sum, these three theological beliefs of the earliest Christians should, at a bare minimum, make 

us hesitant about confident proclamations from modern scholars that early Christians had no 

inclinations toward a canon.  On the contrary, these beliefs suggest that the development of a 

new corpus of scriptural books would have been a natural, and to some extent even inevitable, 

part of early Christianity. 

  

 
[1]  H.Y. Gamble, The New Testament Canon: Its Making and Meaning (Philadelphia: Fortress, 

1985), 57. 

[2] Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, 217. 

[3] D.M. Smith, “When Did the Gospels Become Scripture?,” JBL 119 (2000): 7. 

[4] W.D. Davies and D.C. Allison, The Gospel According to Saint Matthew (ICC; Edinburgh: T&T 

Clark, 1997), I: 187. 

[5] Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, 262. 
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11.2.3 “The NT Authors Did Not Think They Were Writing Scripture” 

Sometimes, even in the academic world, things get said so many times that people assume they 

are true.   And when that happens, no one bothers to look at the historical evidence in a fresh 

way.  This has certainly been the case when it comes to this third misconception about the New 

Testament canon. It is routine these days to assert that the New Testament authors certainly did 

not think they were writing Scripture, nor had any awareness of their own authority. Mark Allan 

Powell, in his recent New Testament introduction, affirms this view plainly, “The authors of our 

New Testament books did not know that they were writings scripture.”[1]  Gamble takes the 

same approach, “None of the writings which belong to the NT was composed as scripture…[they] 

were written for immediate and practical purposes within the early churches, and only gradually 

did they come to be valued and to be spoken of as ‘scripture’.”[2] 

Now, from one perspective, I understand what these authors are trying to say.  Certainly none of 

the NT authors wrote with an awareness of a 27 book canon and understood their place in 

it.  They could not have fully foreseen the shape and scope of this collection.  But, these scholars 

imply that there was no authoritative intent when the NT authors wrote—and that is a very 

different thing.  McDonald even declares, “[Paul] was unaware of the divinely inspired status of 

his own advice.”[3] 

But, is it true that the NT authors had no awareness of their own authority? My contention here 

is simple: the NT authors show evidence that they understood their writings to 

contain authoritative apostolic tradition.  Since the apostles were commissioned by Christ to 

speak for him, and were empowered by the Holy Spirit to do so, then these writings would have 

borne the authority of Christ himself.  Thus, whether we call these books “Scripture” is a bit 

beside the point.  To the earliest Christians, they were “the word of God.” 

Now, in a blog post such as this we can hardly work through each book of the NT (nor would we 

need to do so in order to establish the overall point).  So, we will offer a brief comment on a few 

select passages: 

1 Thess 2:13.  In perhaps Paul’s earliest letter, he is explicit about his own authority as an apostle 

of Jesus Christ when he reminds the Thessalonians, “You received the word of God, which you 

heard from us, and accepted it not as the words of men but as what it really is, the word of God” 

(2:13). By the phrase “word of God” (λόγον θεοῦ), Paul is no doubt referring to the authoritative 

“apostolic tradition” which they had already passed to the Thessalonians through their oral 

teaching and preaching. But, if Paul’s apostolic instruction bears divine authority, are we to think 

that the instruction contained in 1 Thessalonians itself does not?  Is this letter somehow exempt 



213 
 

from that very authority? Paul acknowledges elsewhere that the mode of delivery for his 

apostolic instruction is secondary, “So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the traditions that 

you were taught by us, either by our spoken word or by our letter” (2 Thess 2:15). Thus, 

commenting on 1 Thess 2:13, Ernest Best is able to say, “Paul makes here the daring claim which 

identifies his words with God’s words.”[4] 

1 Cor 14:37-38.  This passage is one of the most explicit about Paul’s apostolic authority, “If 

anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the things I am 

writing to you are a command of the Lord.  If anyone does not recognize this, he is not recognized” 

(1 Cor 14:37-38).  Most noteworthy about this passage is that Paul directly addresses the precise 

nature of his writings and declares that they are a “command of the Lord” (κυρίοu ἐντολη,).  Such 

a phrase is common throughout the Old Testament as a reference to either the commands that 

come directly from God himself or to the commands he has given to Moses.[5]So confident is 

Paul of his authority to speak for the Lord that he declares that anyone who does not recognize 

the authority of his writings is himself “not recognized.” Fee calls such a pronouncement a 

“prophetic sentence of judgment on those who fail to heed this letter.”[6]  In light of such 

statements from Paul, we don’t have to wonder how the Corinthians would respond if we were 

able to ask them “So, do you think that Paul was aware of his own authority when he wrote you 

that letter?”   Perhaps Paul himself understood the way his authority would be perceived when 

he wrote the Corinthians a second time and said, “I do not want to appear to be frightening you 

with my letters” (2 Cor 10:9). 

Luke 1:1-4.  Luke makes express claims to be passing down apostolic tradition. In his prologue, 

Luke claims that the traditions included in his gospel have been “delivered” to him by those “who 

from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word.”  Most scholars view the 

“eyewitnesses and ministers of the word” as a clear reference to the apostles. And the term 

“delivered” is a standard reference to the way that authoritative apostolic tradition is passed 

along. Thus, Luke understood his gospel to be the embodiment of the authoritative apostolic 

“Word” that had been delivered and entrusted to him. Craig Evans comes to the same conclusion 

about the prologue, “Luke does not see himself primarily as a biographer, nor even a 

historian.  The Lukan evangelist is a writer of Scripture, a hagiographer who is proclaiming what 

God has ‘accomplished among us.’”[7] 

Rev 1:1-3. The most explicit claim for a book’s authority no doubt comes from the author of 

Revelation.  The opening line of the book directly claims that it is the inspired prophecy of Jesus 

Christ delivered to John by an angel (1:1).  Consequently, there is a divine blessing attached with 

this book: “Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who 

hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near” (1:3).  Moreover, the 
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authority of this book is heightened by the inclusion of an “inscriptional curse” at the end, 

warning the reader not to add nor take away from this document lest they suffer divine judgment 

(22:18-19).  On the basis of these explicit statements, even McDonald is willing to acknowledge 

that Revelation “claims for itself such a lofty position that [it] would come close to the notion of 

inspiration and Scripture.”[8] 

This has been a very quick sampling of NT passages, fitting for a blog post like this.  However, 

even this brief glance raises questions about the contention that the NT authors were unaware 

of their own authority.  It matters not whether we want to use the term “Scripture” to describe 

these books; if they bore apostolic authority then they bore Christ’s authority and would have 

been viewed as the very words of God. N.T. Wright sums it up well, 

It used to be said that the New Testament writers “didn’t think they were writing ‘Scripture.’” 

That is hard to sustain historically today.  The fact that their writings were,  in various senses, 

“occasional”…is not to the point.  At precisely those points of urgent need (when, for instance, 

writing Galatians or 2 Corinthians) Paul is most conscious that he is writing as one authorized, by 

the apostolic call he had received from Jesus Christ, and in the power of the Spirit, to bring life 

and order to the church by his words.[9] 

  

 
[1] Mark Allan Powell, Introducing the New Testament: A Historical, Literary, and Theological 

Survey (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 50.  See also McDonald, The Biblical Canon, 249. 

[2] H.Y. Gamble, The New Testament Canon: Its Making and Meaning (Philadelphia: Fortress, 

1985), 18. 

[3] McDonald, The Formation of the Christian Biblical Canon, 9. 

[4] E. Best, A Commentary on the First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1972), 111. 

[5] E.g., Lev 4:13, 5:17, 27:34; Num 15:39; Deut 4:2, 6:17, 8:6, 11:28, 30:16; Josh 22:3; Jdg 

3:4; Ezra 7:11; Neh 10:30; Ps 18:9. 

[6] Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 712. 

[7] Evans, “Luke and the Rewritten Bible,” 201.  It is worth noting that there is some evidence 

Luke was regarded as “Scripture” quite early. 1 Tim 5:18 cites “the laborer deserves his wages” 

and introduces it with “For the Scripture says.”  Although it’s possible that 1 Tim 5:18 may be 

citing some apocryphal source, the only known match for this citation is Luke 10:7. One must at 
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J.P. Meier, “The Inspiration of Scripture: But What Counts as Scripture?,” Mid-Stream 38 (1999): 

71-78. 

[8] McDonald, The Biblical Canon, 31. 
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[9] N.T. Wright, The Last Word: Beyond the Bible Wars to a New Understanding of the Authority 

of Scripture (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2005), 51. 

11.2.4 “Books Were Not Regarded as Scripture Until Around 200 AD” 

The date of the NT canon is one of the most controversial questions in biblical studies today.  As 

a prior post indicated, part of the answer to the question of date is dependent upon one’s 

definition of “canon.”  But, even if we take the functional definition of canon—books are 

canonical when they are being used as Scripture—there is still debate about how early this took 

place. 

In recent years, however, somewhat of a quasi-consensus has been building that the canon was 

first regarded as Scripture at the end of the second century (c.200).  McDonald is representative 

of this view, “[New Testament] documents were not generally recognized as Scripture until the 

end of the second century C.E.”[1] 

The reason for this focus on the end of the second century is not hard to find. It is at this point 

that the major figure Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons (see inset picture!), offers some of the clearest 

and most comprehensive statements on the canon to date.  Most notable is his affirmation that 

the four gospels were so certain that their existence is entrenched in the very structure of 

creation, “It is not possible that the gospels can be either more or fewer than the number they 

are.”  Because of Irenaeus’ confident language about the NT canon, Scholars have sought to paint 

Irenaeus as an innovator.   Up to this point, supposedly no one else was concerned about such 

things.  Ireneaus broke new ground and, in essence, single-handedly created the NT Canon. 

But, was Irenaeus really alone?  Was he the innovator scholars have made him out to be?  Let us 

consider a number of historical sources which show that others during this same time frame (and 

earlier) also regarded NT books as Scripture.  As we briefly examine these sources, we should 

remember that we are concerned here not with the extent of canon but with the existence of 

canon.  Although the boundaries of the canon had not yet solidified at this point, it is still clear 

that many of these books were viewed as Scripture long before 200 AD. 

In terms of Irenaeus’ contemporaries, two key sources tell us that he was not alone.  The 

Muratorian fragment (c.180) is our earliest canonical list and affirms approximately 22 of the 27 

books of the NT, remarkably close to Irenaeus’ own position.  Moreover, writing just slightly later 

than Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria (c.198) had a remarkably similar position, affirming the 4 

gospels, 13 epistles of Paul, Hebrews, Acts, 1 Peter, 1&2 John, Jude, and Revelation.  Such a 

widespread affirmation of these books could not have happened overnight (sort of a “big bang” 
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theory of canon), but would have required some predecessors.   Let us examine who some of 

those predecessors were (and here we must be brief): 

1. Justin Martyr (c.150):  He refers to plural “gospels” and at one point provides an indication 
of how many he has in mind when he describes these gospels as “drawn up by His apostles 
and those who followed them.” Since such language indicates (at least) two gospels written 
by apostles, and (at least) two written by apostolic companions, it is most naturally 

understood as reference to our four canonical gospels.   The fact that he actually cites from 
the Synoptics and John shows that he had a fourfold gospel in mind. 

2. Papias (c.125):  As mentioned in another post, Papias tells us that the early church had 
received the gospels of Mark and Matthew and valued because of their apostolic status.  In 
fact, Papias even affirms that Mark received his information from Peter himself—a very 
ancient tradition of the church.  Although Papias writes c.125, he actually refers to an 
earlier time (c.90) when he received this information from “the Elder” (who is no doubt 
John the Elder, one of Jesus’ disciples). Papias also knew 1 Peter, 1 John, Revelation, and 
some Pauline epistles. 

3. Barnabas (c.130).   The Epistle of Barnabas (4.14) explicitly cites Matt 22:14: “Many are 
called but few are chosen.”  Barnabas clearly regards Matthew as Scripture because he 
introduces his citation with “It is written” (the same language he uses when citing OT 
books). 

4. 1 Clement (c.95).  1 Clement charges the church to “Take up the epistle of that blessed 

apostle, Paul… To be sure, he sent you a letter in the Spirit concerning himself and Cephas 
and Apollos.”  Scholars agree that Clement is referring here to the letter of 1 Corinthians 
which he said Paul wrote “in the Spirit,” no doubt showing the high authority he gave to 
the book.  1 Clement also makes likely allusions to other epistles of Paul including Romans, 
Galatians, Philippians, Ephesians; and also Hebrews. 

5. 2 Pet 3:16 (c.65).  One of the earliest examples comes from the well-known passage in 2 
Pet 3:16 where Paul’s letters are regarded as on par with “the other Scriptures” of the Old 
Testament.  Most notably, this passage does not refer to just one letter of Paul, but to 
a collection of Paul’s letters (how many is unclear) that had already begun to circulate 
throughout the churches—so much so that the author could refer to “all his [Paul’s] letters” 
and expect that his audience would understand that to which he was referring. 

This is a very brief sampling of the use of NT books as Scripture within the first and second 

centuries.  But it is sufficient to show that the NT canon did not pop into existence at the end of 

the second century in a “big bang” sort of fashion.  Instead, we have solid evidence that NT books 

were used as Scripture from a very early time period (according to 2 Peter, even in the first 

century itself).  Despite the fact that boundaries of the canon were not solidified until a later 

time, it is clear that a “core” canon was present from nearly the very beginning. 

If so, then there are two significant implications we can draw from this.  First, this means that 

most of the debates and disagreements about canonical books in early Christianity only 
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concerned a handful of books.  Books like 2-3 John, Jude, 2 Peter and so on.  Early Christianity 

was not a wide open literary free for all, where there was no agreement on much of 

anything.  Instead there was an agreed-upon core that no one really disputed. 

Second, if there was a core collection of New Testament books, then the theological trajectory 

of early Christianity had already been determined prior to the debates about the peripheral 

books being resolved.  So, regardless of the outcome of discussion over books like 2 Peter or 

Jude, Christianity’s core doctrines of the person of Christ, the work of Christ, the means of 

salvation, etc., were already in place and already established.  The acceptance or rejection of 

books like 2 Peter would not change that fact. 

 
[1] L.M. McDonald, The Biblical Canon: Its Orgin, Transmission, and Authority (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 2007), 359. 

11.2.5 “Early Christians Disagreed Widely over the Books Which Made It into the Canon” 

1934 was a big year for Germany.  It was the year that Adolf Hitler became the Führer and 

complete head of the German nation and the Nazi party.  And, as we all know, it wasn’t long after 

that time, that Germany invaded Poland and began World War II. 

But 1934 was a significant year for another reason.  Very quietly, behind the scenes, a book was 

published that would change the landscape of early Christian studies for years to come.  Walter 

Bauer published his now famous monograph, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest 

Christianity.   Compared to Hitler’s rise, this was not very newsworthy.  And Bauer’s book did not 

have much of an impact at first.  But, in 1971 it was translated into English and since that time 

things have radically changed in the academy of the English speaking world. 

As is well known now, Bauer’s main thesis was that early Christianity was a bit of a mess.  It was 

a theological quagmire.  No one could get along; no one could agree.  There was in-fighting and 

competition between various competing factions, all warring it out about what really constituted 

“Christianity.”  Thus, for Bauer, there was no such thing as Christianity (singular) during this time, 

but only Christianities (plural).   And each of these Christianities, argues Bauer, had its own set of 

books.   Each had its own writings that it valued and thought were Scripture.   After the dust 

settled, one particular group, and their books, won the theological war.  But, why should we think 

these are the right books?   These are just the books of the theological winners. 

Bauer’s thesis has seen a strong resurgence in recent years, particularly in the writings of scholars 

like Elaine Pagels, Bart Ehrman, and Helmut Koester.  And it is the basis for a very common 
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misconception about the NT Canon, namely that there was very little agreement over the books 

that made it into the canon until the fourth or fifth century.  Before that, we are told, early 

Christianity was somewhat of a literary free for all.  No one could agree on much of anything. 

But was that really the case?  Several considerations: 

1.  A core NT canon existed very early.   As I noted in my prior blog post in this series (see here), 

there was a core canon of NT books that was well-established by the early to middle second 

century.  These would have included the four gospels, the epistles of Paul (at least 10, if not 13), 

and a handful of other books.  Although discussions about some of the smaller books would 

continue on for a while, the core books were not really ever seriously disputed. John Barton 

comments, “Astonishingly early, the great central core of the present New Testament was 

already being treated as the main authoritative source for Christians.  There is little to suggest 

that there were any serious controversies about the Synoptics, John, or the major Pauline 

epistles.”[1] 

 If so, then the idea that Christians disagreed widely over canonical books simply isn’t 

accurate.  At most, this occurred for just a handful of books. 

2. Use of apocryphal books is not evidence of widespread disagreement.  One of the most 

popular tactics in modern scholarship is to demonstrate that early church fathers used 

apocryphal books and then, on this basis, declare that there was no agreement about the 

canonical books.  For instance, Geoffrey Hahneman rightly observes that “Christian writers of the 

second century refer to many other gospels beside the canonical four.”[2]  However, Hahnemen 

then draws an unexpected conclusion from this fact: “This would seem unlikely if the Fourfold 

Gospel canon had already been established.”[3]  But, how does this follow? Hahneman never 

explains how the mere use of non-canonical Jesus tradition is evidence that the fourfold gospel 

was not established. Why are the two mutually exclusive?  Apparently Hahneman is operating 

under the assumption that the adoption of certain books as canonical (say the four gospels) 

somehow means that you can never again use material that falls outside these books.   But, it is 

unclear where this assumption comes from and Hahneman never offers an argument for it. 

When we examine the Church Fathers more closely it is clear that some of them were quite 

willing to use apocryphal gospels, but, at the same time, they were very clear that only our four 

gospels were to be received as canonical.  Clement of Alexandria is a perfect example of this 

practice.  He is comfortable using apocryphal gospels, but is always clear that they are not on par 

with the canonical four. 
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3. Instances of disagreement over canonical books are not necessarily evidence that such 

disagreement is widespread.   A second kind of argument used by some scholars is to appeal to 

particular instances of canonical dissent or disagreement and use those instances as evidence 

that there is no broader unity about the canon.  Indeed, one gets the impression that it would 

require an extremely high (if not unanimous) amount of agreement about a book before these 

scholars would regard its canonical status as decided.  For instance, Hahneman rejects the 

existence of the fourfold gospel canon by appealing to the third-century orthodox theologian 

Gaius of Rome who supposedly rejected the gospel of John as a work of Cerinthus.  But, does the 

broad acknowledgement of a fourfold gospel require zero disagreement?   Does the existence of 

some objections to John’s gospel override the evidence that it was widely received 

elsewhere?  With this sort of standard in place, then we would never be able to say that we have 

a canon, even in the modern day.  There will always be some disagreement. 

Another example of a place where disagreements are overplayed is Origen’s comments on 2&3 

John where he acknowledges that “not all say that these are genuine.”[4]  Although Hahneman 

uses this comment to point out that universal agreement on these epistles has not yet been 

achieved, he entirely overlooks the implications of Origen’s comments in the other direction, 

namely that apparently most Christians do consider them genuine—including Origen 

himself.   The phrase “not all say” indicates that Origen is simply noting that there are exceptions 

to a more broadly established trend.   Thus, it is misleading to use this passage as evidence that 

John’s letters were not regarded as canonical.  That is more than this language can bear. At most 

it reveals that in certain quarters of the church some disagreements over these books continued 

to occur (which is hardly surprising). 

In sum, there is impressive evidence for widespread agreement over the core canonical books 

from a very early time.  Most of the disagreements dealt with only a handful of books—2 Peter, 

2-3 John, Jude, Revelation. But even these disagreements should not be overplayed.  We should 

not be too quick to assume that disagreements over a book are due to the fact that its canonical 

status is undecided.   On the contrary, sometimes disagreements are not so much over 

what should be included in the canon, but are over which books are already in the canon.  As 

David Trobisch observes, “The critical remarks of the church fathers can be better interpreted as 

a historical critical reaction to an existing publication.”[5] 

 
[1] Barton, Spirit and the Letter, 18. 

[2] Hahneman, The Muratorian Fragment, 94. 

[3] Hahneman, The Muratorian Fragment, 94. 

[4] Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.10. 

[5] Trobisch, The First Edition of the New Testament, 35 (emphasis mine). 
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11.2.6 “In the Early Stages, Apocryphal Books Were as Popular as the Canonical Books” 

 

 

One of the most common claims by some critics of the NT canon is that apocryphal writings, 

particularly gospels, were as common and as widely-used as the NT writings.  Helmut Koester is 

a good example of this trend.  He laments the fact that the terms “apocryphal” and “canonical” 

are even used by modern scholars because they reflect, according to him, “prejudices of long 

standing” against the authenticity of these apocryphal texts.[1]  Koester then argues, “If one 

considers the earliest period of the tradition, several apocryphal gospels are as well attested as 

those which later received canonical status.”[2] William Petersen offers a similar approach when 

he says that apocryphal gospels were so popular that they “were breeding like rabbits.”[3] 

But, is it really true that apocryphal gospels were as popular and widespread as the canonical 

gospels?  Were they really on equal footing?  Three pieces of evidence suggest otherwise: 

1. Extant manuscripts.   The physical remains of writings can give us an indication of their relative 

popularity.  Such remains can tell us which books were used, read, and copied. When we examine 

the physical remains of Christian texts from the earliest centuries (second and third), we quickly 

discover that the New Testament writings were, far and away, the most popular.  Currently we 

have over sixty extant manuscripts (in whole or in part) of the New Testament from this time 

period, with most of our copies coming from Matthew, John, Luke, Acts, Romans, Hebrews, and 

Revelation.  The gospel of John proves to be the most popular of all with eighteen manuscripts, 

a number of which derive from the second century (e.g., P52, P90, P66, P75). Matthew is not far 

behind with twelve manuscripts; and some of these also have been dated to the second century 

(e.g., P64-67, P77, P103, P104). 
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During the same time period, the second and third centuries, we possess approximately 

seventeen manuscripts of apocryphal writings such as the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Mary, 

the Gospel of Peter, the Protevangelium of James, and more. The Gospel of Thomas has the most 

manuscripts of all, with just three. 

The implications of this numerical disparity has not been missed by modern scholars. Hurtado 

argues that the low number of apocryphal manuscripts “do not justify any notion that these 

writings were particularly favored” and that whatever circles used these writings “were likely a 

clear minority among Christians of the second and third centuries.”[4]  Similarly, C.H. Roberts 

observes, “Once the evidence of the papyri is available, indisputably Gnostic texts are 

conspicuous by their rarity.”[5]  Charlesworth agrees, “If the ‘heterodox’ were in the majority for 

so long, the non-canonical gospels should have been preserved in greater numbers in Egypt.”[6] 

2. Frequency of Citation.  While scholars typically focus on whether apocryphal books are cited, 

they have not paid sufficient attention to how often they are cited in comparison to the canonical 

writings.  When that data is considered, the disparity between apocryphal and canonical writings 

becomes even more evident. 

Take, for example, Clement of Alexandria, who is often mentioned as an early church father who 

prefers canonical and apocryphal writings equally.  However, when the frequency of citations are 

considered, this claim proves to be unfounded—Clement vastly prefers the New Testament 

books, over and above the apocryphal literature or other Christian writings.  J.A. Brooks has 

observed that Clement cites the canonical books “about sixteen times more often than 

apocryphal and patristic writings.”[7] This disparity is thrown into sharper relief when we 

consider just the four Gospels. According to the work of Bernard Mutschler, Clement 

references Matthew 757 times, Luke 402 times, John 331 times, and Mark 

182 times.[8]  Comparatively, Clement cites apocryphal gospels only 16 times.[9]  Apparently, 

Clement was not in doubt about which books he regarded as canonical. 

3. The Manner of Citation.  If indeed apocryphal writings were valued equally with canonical 

writings, we would expect such a fact to be reflected in the way these books are cited.  Do the 

early church fathers cite apocryphal writings as Scripture?  Only very rarely.   In a few instances, 

it seems that books like the Shepherd of Hermas or the Epistle of Barnabas were regarded as 

having a scriptural status.  But, this was quite the minority view.  When we examine which books 

early Christians were not simply using (see prior post on this issue here), but books they actually 

regarded as Scripture, then the canonical books are far and away the most popular.   This is 
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confirmed by the fact that there was a “core” canon of books in place by the middle of the second 

century. 

In addition, it should be noted that a number of these apocryphal writings were expressly 

condemned by the earliest Christians.  Take, for example, the oft-discussed Gospel of Thomas. 

This gospel is never mentioned in any early canonical list, is not found in any of our New 

Testament manuscript collections, never figured prominently in canonical discussions, and often 

was condemned outright by a variety of church fathers.[10] Thus, if Thomas was a widely-read 

and widely-received gospel account, then it has left very little historical evidence of that fact. 

Everybody loves a good conspiracy theory.  It would certainly be far more interesting and 

entertaining if one could show that apocryphal books were really the Scripture of the early church 

and that they have been suppressed by the political machinations of the later church (i.e., 

Constantine).   But, the truth is far less sensational.  While apocryphal books were given some 

scriptural status from time to time, the overwhelming majority of early Christians preferred the 

books that are now in our New Testament canon.   Thus, we are reminded again that the canon 

was not something that was arbitrarily “created” by the church in the 4th or 5thcentury.  Rather 

the affirmations of the later church simply reflected what had already been the case for many, 

many years. 
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forthcoming). 
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[10] E.g., Hippolytus, Ref. 5.7.20; Origen, Hom. Luc. 1; Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.25.6. 

 



223 
 

11.2.7 “Christians Had No Basis to Distinguish Heresy from Orthodoxy Until the Fourth 

Century.” 

Ever since Walter Bauer published his now famous Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity 

there has been a widespread obsession amongst modern scholars with the theme of early 

Christian diversity.  Study after study has explored how different, contradictory, and divergent 

early Christian beliefs were.  And it is on this basis that the terms “heresy” and “orthodoxy” are 

declared to be unintelligible prior to the fourth century.  After all, we are told, there was no 

Christianity (as we know it) prior to this time period, but only a variety of different Christianities 

(plural) all claiming they are the true and original version.   Thus, on what basis could the earliest 

followers of Jesus have ever adjudicated such varied claims?  How could they ever have known 

who was right and who was wrong?  It wasn’t until the fourth century, when a particular version 

of Christianity “won” the theological wars and declared their books were declared to be 

canonical, that we really can begin to speak of heresy and orthodoxy in a meaningful way. 

But is it really the case that pre-fourth century Christians had no basis or standard by which they 

could distinguish heresy from orthodoxy?  Were they really wandering around blind without a 

reliable guide?  There are good reasons to doubt these claims.  On the contrary, we shall argue 

here that early Christians would have had three solid guideposts as they navigated the doctrinal 

complexities of their faith: 

a. The Old Testament.   Routinely overlooked by those in the Bauer camp—ironically in a 

Marcionite fashion—is the decisive role played by the Old Testament amongst the earliest 

Christians. M.F. Wiles once declared, “There was never a time when the Church was without 

written Scriptures.  From the beginning she had the Old Testament and it was for her the oracles 

of God.”[1]   Aside from the numerous examples of Old Testament usage within the New 

Testament itself, quotations from the Old Testament are abundant within the writings of the 

apostolic fathers and other early Christian texts. Thus, right from the outset, certain “versions” 

of Christianity would have been ruled as out of bounds.  For example, any quasi-Gnostic version 

of the faith which suggested the God of the Old Testament was not the true God but a 

“demiurge”—as in the case of the heretic Marcion—would have been deemed unorthodox on 

the basis of these Old Testament canonical books alone.  As Ben Witherington has observed, 

“Gnosticism was a non-starter from the outset because it rejected the very book the earliest 

Christians recognized as authoritative—the Old Testament.”[2] So, the claim that early Christians 

had no Scripture on which to base their declarations that some group was heretical and another 

orthodox is simply mistaken.   The Old Testament books would have provided that initial doctrinal 

foundation. 
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b. “Core” New Testament Books.   Although all New Testament books are orthodox, not all of 

them needed to have this expressly established prior to their recognition by the early church (or 

at least portions thereof).  As we discussed in a prior blog post, some New Testament books, 

especially Paul’s major epistles and the four gospels, would have been recognized as 

authoritative from a very early time period. They were received not so much because they 

measured up to some standard of orthodoxy but primarily on the basis of their obvious apostolic 

origins—these were the books that were “handed down” from the apostles. Gamble notes, “The 

letters of Paul and the Synoptic Gospels…had been valued so long and so widely that their 

orthodoxy could only be taken for granted: it would have been nonsensical for the church to have 

inquired, for example, into the orthodoxy of Paul!”[3]   Thus, there appears to have been a 

collection of core New Testament writings that would have functioned as a norm for apostolic 

doctrine at quite an early point.   This explains why the vast majority of later “disagreements” 

about the boundaries of the New Testament canon appear to be focused narrowly on only a 

handful of books; apparently the core of the New Testament was intact from a very early time 

period. 

c. The “rule of faith.”  The authoritative apostolic tradition in the first century came to be 

summarized and known by a number of names such as the regula fidei (“rule of faith”), or “the 

canon of truth”).  This summary was used as a key weapon in the early church’s battle against 

heresy by church fathers such as Dionysius of Corinth, Hipploytus, Irenaeus, Clement of 

Alexandria, Tertullian, and Origen.  The rule of faith was a particularly effective weapon because 

it was oral (in a mostly illiterate world), it was relatively brief (and therefore easily employed), 

and it was widespread (and thus available to a broad range of churches). The rule of faith did not 

contain new teachings or doctrines that were not found in the Scriptures, nor was it unduly 

separated from the Scriptures as if they were two entirely independent sources for orthodox 

teaching.  Instead, it was understood to be “a summary of Scripture’s own story line”[4] or “the 

principle and logic of Scripture itself.”[5]  Or, as Irenaeus put it, the rule is “the order and the 

connection of the Scriptures.”[6] 

In sum, we can agree that the earliest Christians did not have a completed New Testament canon 

from the start.  It took time for this to fully develop.  However, this does not mean that early 

Christians were drifting aimlessly in the theological ocean of the first few centuries.  They had 

the Old Testament, the earliest “core” of the New Testament, and the rule of faith to guide them. 
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[1] M.F. Wiles, “Origen as Biblical Scholar,” in The Cambridge History of the Bible: From the 

Beginnings to Jerome (ed. P.R. Ackroyd and C.F. Evans; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1993), 454. 

[2] Ben Witherington, The Gospel Code: Novel Claims About Jesus, Mary Magadelene, and Da 

Vinci (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2004), 115. 

[3]  Gamble, The New Testament Canon, 70. 

[4] Vanhoozer, The Drama Of Doctrine, 206. 

[5] John J. O’Keefe and R. R. Reno, Sanctified Vision: An Introduction to Early Christian 

Interpretation of the Bible (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 120. 

[6] Haer 1.8.1. 

11.2.8 “Early Christianity was an Oral Religion and Therefore Would Have Resisted 

Writing Things Down” 

 

 

Recent years have seen a flurry of scholarly activity focused on the oral transmission of Jesus 

material within early Christianity.   Scholars (ranging from Gerhardsson to Dunn to Bauckham) 

have explored different models for how this oral tradition would have been preserved and 

delivered to each new generation. 

Out of this discussion, however, a new objection to the origins of the New Testament canon has 

arisen.  The earliest Christians are now portrayed as being so committed to oral modes of delivery 

that they would have had an aversion to the written text.  Indeed, this entrenched resistance to 

the written word is used as an argument for why the idea of a NT canon must have been a late 

one—something that really didn’t take shape until the middle/end of the second century. Robert 
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Funk uses this argument to push the date of the canon further and further back, “The aversion 

to writing persisted in the early [Christian] movement well into the second century.”[1] 

Although the perception that Christians were averse to writing may be widespread amongst 

some scholars, we must ask whether there is sufficient evidence to justify such a position.  What 

are the reasons that scholars think Christians resisted the written word?  Let me mention three: 

1. Early Christians were (largely) illiterate. 

The most common argument that Christians were averse to written texts is based on their socio-

historical background, namely that most of them were unable to read or write.  Such claims are 

based on the seminal study of William Harris which argues that the average extent of literacy in 

the Greco-Roman world of the first century was 10-15%,[2] and some have suggested that for 

Jewish Palestine the rate was actually lower.[3] 

Although Harris’ numbers have been critiqued by some, I will not challenge them here.  I think 

he is probably correct in regard to the big picture—generally speaking, the average Christian was 

illiterate.  But, here is the key question:  Is broad-based illiteracy a sufficient argument for 

showing that Christians were averse to written texts?  I think not.  And here’s why:  even cultures 

that were largely illiterate could still be very connected to, and very influenced by, written 

texts.  Put differently, the lack of literacy is not the same thing as the lack of textuality. 

Keith defines textuality as “the knowledge, usage, and appreciation of texts regardless of 

individual or majority ability to create or access them via literate skills.”[4]  This reminds us that 

a culture can appreciate and value written texts even though it is largely illiterate.  The lack of 

literacy does not necessarily mean the lack of textuality.  We must not confuse a mode of 

transmission with a cultural disposition. 

Was early Christianity a culture of textuality (even though most were illiterate)?  Absolutely.   For 
one, it was defined by and founded by the Old Testament writings.  Christians were committed 

these books from the very beginning.   Even illiterate Christians could receive these written texts 
when they were orally proclaimed—through preaching, teaching, and catechetical 
instruction.  Indeed, oral proclamation is the primary means that written texts were 
delivered.  There was a symbiotic relationship between the two. 

More recently, Kruger counters this argument: “Second-century Christians were a textually-

centered, "bookish" movement.” He states: “In spite of the intellectual ridicule noted above, it is 
worth observing that second-century Christians were characterized by their distinctive 
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commitment to the Scriptures as the basis for everything they did.  They not only read these 
books, but they studied them in great detail, copied them in great numbers, and distributed them 
across great distances. So dominant was the Christian commitment to their "books," that even 
the critics took notice.  Indeed, this is the reason that Christianity was often regarded more as a 
philosophy than a religion. In the ancient world, religions were not typically associated with 
written texts so directly.  So, Christianity stood out in this regard (along with Judaism)” 
(https://michaeljkruger.com/are-christians-intolerant-haters-lessons-from-the-church-of-the-
second-century/ 16/08/2017). 

2. Early Christians said they were averse to writing. 

A second argument used to show that Christians were averse to writing is to claim that early 

Christians actually said as much (ironically in their own writings!).   A key example is Papias, 

writing c.125: “I did not suppose that information from books would help me so much as the 

word of the living and surviving voice.”[5]  However, does this quote really indicate that early 

Christians were averse to written texts?  Hardly.  For one, Papias was busy constructing his own 

written account of the sayings of Jesus, Interpretations of the Sayings of the Lord.  Not only that, 

but as Bauckham has shown, it misses what Papias is really trying to say. Papias is not 

addressing oral tradition at all but is simply noting a truth that was commonplace in the ancient 

world at this time: historical investigations are best done when one has access to an actual 

eyewitness (i.e., a living voice). Bauckham declares, “Against a historiographic background, what 

Papias thinks preferable to books is not oral tradition but access, while they are still alive, to those 

who were direct participants in the historical events—in this case ‘disciples of the Lord.’”[6] 

Others have appealed to 2 Cor 3:6 when Paul speaks of the new covenant as “not of the letter 

but of the Spirit.  For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.”  But is the contrast between letter 

and Spirit here a contrast in terms of the instrument of revelation used by each covenant—as if 

the Old used written texts and the New used only oral tradition? Not at all.  Instead, it is a contrast 

in regard to the nature of the covenants themselves—one was clearly a covenant focused on law 

(i.e., the “letter”) and one was focused more on the heart (i.e, the “Spirit”). 

This distinction is confirmed by Paul just a few verses later when he makes the same point using 

slightly different terminology; he calls the old covenant the “ministry of condemnation” (3:9) and 

contrasts it to the new covenant as a “ministry of the Spirit” (3:8).  Clearly, the point of Paul’s 

contrast in these verses is not that one covenant liked to write things down and the other prefers 

to keep things oral.  This understanding is confirmed by the many other biblical texts that make 

this same sort of contrast between the two covenants: Ezek 36:26; John 1:17; Rom 2:29, 

7:6,  8:2; Gal 3:17-18, 4:24-26; etc.  Overall, this language in 2 Cor 3:6 is just an application of Jer 

31:33 to the era of Christ: “I will put my law within them and I will write it on their hearts.” 
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3.      Early Christians thought the world would end in their own lifetime. 

One of the most-oft repeated ideas about the earliest Christians is that they believed that the 

Kingdom of God would come (apocalyptically) within their own lifetime.  If Christians thought the 

world would end in their own lifetime, then, it is argued, they would not have been interested in 

composing new scriptural books.  Thus, the idea of a canon must be a later ecclesiastical 

development. 

Now, I already addressed this issue in a previous blog post.  But, I will repeat some of it for this 

post. First, it is by no means evident that early Christians believed Jesus would necessarily return 

in their own lifetime.  Schweitzer’s views have been largely rejected–and rightly so.  But, let’s 

imagine, for the sake of argument, that Christians did have this apocalyptic mentality.  Does that 

mean they would have resisted the composition of new books, focusing instead on only oral 

methods of delivery?  There appears to be little reason to think so. 

Ironically, Paul is put forth as one who believed that Jesus would return in his own lifetime (as 

supposedly indicated by texts like 1 Thess 4:15-17), but yet we only know about this belief 

because Paul wrote it down in a letter!  And Paul viewed this letter, as all his letters, as 

authoritative (2:13) and to be read publicly to the church (5:27). Such a scenario indicates that 

apocalyptic beliefs are not necessarily incompatible with the production of written, authoritative 

texts.  Moreover, we have examples of apocalyptic communities that were prolific producers of 

literature, namely Qumran.  On the basis of Qumran, David Meade argues that apocalypticism in 

the early Christian communities, far from preventing literary activity, actually “provides the 

ideological basis for the extension of Scripture” (“Ancient Near Eastern Apocalypticism,” 308). 

In conclusion, there are few reasons to think that the earliest Christians were averse to written 

documents.  Sure, they transmitted Jesus tradition orally.  But, they were also marked by a 

distinctive textuality—they were committed to written documents as the foundation for their 

religious devotion. 

 
[1] R.W. Funk, “The Once and Future New Testament,” in The Canon Debate (ed. L.M. McDonald and J.A. Sanders; 

Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 544. 

[2] W.V. Harris, Ancient Literacy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989). 

[3] Meir Bar-Ilan, “Illiteracy in the Land of Israel in the First Centuries C.E.,” in Essays in the Social Scientific Study of 

Judaism and Jewish Society (ed. S. Fishbane, S. Schoenfeld, and H. Goldschläger; Hoboken: KTAV, 1992), 46–61; and 

Catherine Hezser, Jewish Literacy in Roman Palestine (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001). 

[4] Keith, Jesus’ Literacy, 87. 

[5] Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39.4. 

[6] Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses, 24. 
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11.2.9 “The Canonical Gospels Were Certainly Not Written by the Individuals Named in 

Their Titles” 

One of the most commonly made claims regarding the canonical gospels is that they were not 

written by the individuals named in their titles.  Instead, we are told that these gospels were 

written later in the first century by anonymous individuals outside of Palestine who were not 

eyewitnesses of any of the events that they record.  After all, the text of the gospels themselves 

offers no indication of their authorship.   And the gospel titles, it is argued, were added at a later 

point—probably the middle of the second century—in order to bolster the credibility of these 

anonymous texts. 

Now it should be noted from the outset that we have too little space here to offer a full scale 

investigation into the authorship of these four gospels.  Moreover, the authorship of ancient 

books is a tricky matter and not always easy to ascertain.  So, we will narrow our focus here on 

the issue of the gospel titles themselves. Although the titles themselves don’t guarantee the 

authorship of a book, they are key piece of historical evidence about who early Christians 

understood the authors to be. So, were the titles added late in the second century as some 

scholars maintain?  We shall argue here that there are good reasons to think the titles were 

included at a very early point 

1.  The manuscript evidence.  Although we possess a limited number of gospel manuscripts from 

the second and third centuries that preserve the title pages, the ones we do possess have the 

title present. In other words, we do not find “title-less” gospel manuscripts from this time 

period.  Examples of early gospels manuscripts with titles are P66 (John), P4-64-67 (Matthew and 

Luke) and P75 (Luke and John).  Put simply, as far back as we can see in the manuscript tradition 

the titles are present. 

2. The uniformity of the titles.  Perhaps one the most compelling reasons to think the titles were 

added early is the fact that there is such uniformity in these titles within the early centuries of 

the faith.  If the titles were added late, we would have expected a substantial amount of diversity 

to have developed.  After all, the users of these gospels had to have called them something 

(especially if they had more than one gospel), and since they were anonymous it is reasonable to 

think they would have called these gospels by different names.  In fact, when the ancient writer 

Galen published his works without a title, he acknowledges that “everyone gave them a different 

title.” But, incredibly, the titles of these four gospels are consistent—Mark is always called 

“Mark,” Luke is always called “Luke,” etc.   Such uniformity cannot pop into existence over 

night.  It suggests these titles had been there a while. 
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3. The inclusion of Mark and Luke.  If the titles were added in the late second century, as some 

suppose, then it is difficult to imagine that Mark and Luke’s names would have been included.  If 

names were arbitrarily chosen, we would hardly expect these two.  If one wanted to get quick 

credibility for a gospel, it would have been named after an apostle—indeed, this is what 

happened with so many of our apocryphal gospels (e.g., Thomas and Peter).  Yet, here we have 

two gospels named after non-apostles.  It would have been especially easy to name Mark’s gospel 

after Peter, given the historical connections between the two men, but the early church resisted. 

This, I would suggest, is a sign of authenticity. 

All of these factors suggest that the titles were added very early—if not from the very 

beginning.  If so, then we have very good reasons to think these titles reflect the actual authorship 

of these books. 

But, this still leaves the question of why the gospel writers didn’t just include their names in the 

actual gospels accounts themselves.  Why write a gospel that is formally anonymous?  For one, 

this did happen from time to time with Greco-Roman biographies.  We do have examples of 

formally anonymous biographies, so this would not have been unheard of (e.g., Lucian’s Life of 

Demonax, Secundus the Silent Philosopher, Lives of the Prophets, Arrian’s Anabasis, and 

Sulpicious Severus’ Life of St. Martin ).  But, Armin Baum has suggested another, and even more 

fundamental reason.  Baum has argued that the Gospels were intentionally written as 

anonymous works in order to reflect the practice of the Old Testament historical books which 

were themselves anonymous (as opposed to other Old Testament writings, like the prophets, 

which included the identity of the author).[1]  Such a stylistic device allowed the authors of the 

gospels “to disappear” and to give “highest priority to their subject matter.”[2]  Thus, the 

anonymity of the Gospels, far from diminishing their scriptural authority, actually served to 

increase it by consciously placing the Gospels “in the tradition of Old Testament 

historiography.”[3] 

In the end, we have little reason to doubt the titles of these gospels and thus little reason to 

doubt the authorship of these books. The evidence still suggests that the most likely authors are 

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. 

 
[1] Armin D. Baum, “The Anonymity of the New Testament History Books: A Stylistic Device in the 

Context of Greco-Roman and Ancient Near Eastern Literature,” NT 50 (2008): 120-142. 

[2] Baum, “Anonymity,” 139. 

[3] Baum, “Anonymity,” 139. 
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11.2.10 “Athanasius’ Festal Letter (367 A.D.) is the First Complete List of New Testament 

Books” 

 

 

When it comes to the study of the New Testament canon, few questions have received more 

attention than the canon’s date.  When did we have a New Testament canon?  Well, it depends 

on what one means by “New Testament canon.”   If one is simply asking when (some of) these 

books came to be regarded as Scripture, then we can say that happened at a very early time.  But, 

if one is asking when we see these books, and only these books, occur in some sort of list, then 

that did not happen until the fourth century.  To establish this fourth-century date, most scholars 

will appeal to the well-known canonical list of Athanasius, included in his Festal Letter in 367 A.D. 

But, is Athanasius really the first complete New Testament list?  Despite the repeated claims that 

he is, we have a list by Origen more than a century earlier (c.250), that seems to include all 27 

books.  Origen, in his Homilies on Joshua, writes: 

So too our Lord Jesus Christ…sent his apostles as priests carrying well-wrought trumpets.  First 

Matthew sounded the priestly trumpet in his Gospel, Mark also, and Luke, and John, each gave 

forth a strain on their priestly trumpets.  Peter moreover sounds with the two trumpets of his 

Epistles; James also and Jude.  Still the number is incomplete, and John gives forth the trumpet 

sound through his Epistles [and Apocalypse]; and Luke while describing the deeds of the 

apostles.  Latest of all, moreover, that one comes who said, “I think that God has set us forth as 

the apostles last of all” (1 Cor 4:9), and thundering on the fourteen trumpets of his Epistles he 

threw down, even to their very foundations, the wall of Jericho, that is to say, all the instruments 

of idolatry and the dogmas of the philosophers.[1] 
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This is a fascinating passage.  A reasonable interpretation of Origen’s words would leave us with 

a list of 27 books (he obviously puts the book of Hebrews with Paul’s letters).  There is the 

question of whether the book of Revelation was original to this list—some manuscripts have it, 

some do not.  But even if we assume it was not original, this list is remarkably complete at such 

an early date. 

Of course, some have objected to this list, arguing that Rufinus (who made the Latin translation 

of Origen’s homilies) simply changed it to fit his own preferences.  However, there are few 

reasons to think this list is the result of Rufinus’ tampering.  On the contrary, Rufinus has been 

shown to be quite reliable in his representation of Origen’s positions.[2] 

In addition, the manner in which this passage describes the authors of the New Testament in 

allegorical language—like priests blowing trumpets—is the classic style of Origen.  Origen also 

describes the canonical authors elsewhere with allegorical language.  He describes the New 

Testament authors as Isaac’s servants who help him dig new wells.  And when he does so, Origen 

mentions the exact same group of New Testament authors:  “Isaac, therefore, digs also new 

wells, nay rather Isaac’s servants dig them.  Isaac’s servants are Matthew, Mark, Luke, John; his 

servants are Peter, James, Jude; the apostle Paul is his servant.  These all dig the wells of the New 

Testament.”[3] 

This confirms that Origen has a New Testament canon that contains books authored by these 

eight men.  And these eight men are the authors of the 27 books in our New Testament.  But, 

even beyond this, Origen seems to indicate that this list is closed and complete.  After comparing 

the Scriptures to a net (yet another classic Origen allegory), Origen declares that “before our 

Savior Jesus Christ this net was not wholly filled; for the net of the law and prophets had to be 

completed…And the texture of the net has been completed  in the Gospels, and in the words of 

Christ through the Apostles.”[4] 

This language suggests not only that Origen had a 27 book canon, but that, in his mind at least, 

that canon was closed.  Moreover, he mentions this quite naturally in a sermon, suggesting that 

his audience also would have known and accepted these books.  And all of this is more than a 

century before Athanasius’ Festal Letter. 

 
[1] Hom. Josh. 7.1, as cited in Metzger, The New Testament Canon, 139. 

[2] For more on this topic, see my discussion in Canon Revisited, 283-286. 

[3] Hom. Gen. 13.2. 

[4] Comm. Matt. 10.12 (emphasis mine). 

11.3 An Essential Key to Understanding the Development of the NT Canon 
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How and when the early church recognized the 27 books in our New Testament has always been 

a fascinating topic for people.  There is innate curiosity within us about why these books were 

regarded as Scripture and not others. 

Unfortunately, the high level of interest in the New Testament canon is often combined with a 

high number of misconceptions about the canon.  For anyone willing to search for it, the internet 

is packed with myths, mistakes, and misunderstandings about how the whole process really 

worked. 

While there is no quick cure for such misconceptions, there is one essential key that really helps 

clear away the cobwebs.  And that key is understanding the different categories of books in early 

Christianity. 

We tend to think there are only two categories, those books that are "in" and those books that 

are "out."  But, early Christians were more nuanced than than this.  In fact, they divided up books 

into four categories.  And understanding these categories will clear up a good number of the 

misunderstandings of the way the canon developed. 

We will take our cue from the four categories laid out by the well-known fourth century historian 

Eusebius in Hist. eccl. 3.25.1-7: 

1. Recognized Books. For Eusebius, these are the books that are universally recognized as 

canonical and have been for a long time.  These include: the four Gospels, Acts, the epistles of 

Paul (including Hebrews), 1 John, 1 Peter, and Revelation (though he acknowledges the last one 

has some detractors).  Put another way, Eusebius acknowledges that there has been a "core" 

canon (22 out of 27 books) in Christianity for some time. 

What misconceptions does this refute?  Some scholars continue to claim there was no canon 

until the fourth or fifth century. But the existence of this "core" of recognized books shows that 

is simply not the case.  These books had been established for generations and there was never 

any meaningful dispute about them. 

2. Disputed Books.  These are books that have been subject to some ecclesiastical disagreement, 

but are still regarded as canonical because they "are nevertheless known to most" (3.25.3).  Not 

surprisingly, these include the smaller books: James, Jude, 2 Peter, 2 & 3 John. The combination 

of recognized books and disputed books together form our 27-book canon. 

What misconception does this refute?  The category of disputed books reminds us that the 

boundaries of the canon were still "fuzzy" in the earliest centuries of Christianity and that it took 
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a while for the church to reach a full consensus around these books. The canon was not dropped 

from heaven on golden tablets, but developed through the normal processes of history.  And 

such processes aren't always neat and tidy. 

3. Rejected Books. When Eusebius uses the term "rejected" he doesn't mean these books are 

heretical (that category is below), he simply means that these books are rejected in terms of 

having canonical status.  Thus, these are books that are regarded as (generally) orthodox, helpful 

and useful but still did not have the authority of Scripture.  These include books such as the 

Shepherd of Hermas, the Didache, the Gospel of the Hebrews, and the Epistle of Barnabas. 

What misconception does this refute?  Some people have the impression that the existence of 

a canon means that the church can never (or should never) use any other books outside the 

canon.  But the early Christians did not share this belief.  They saw nothing problematic about 

using books like the Gospel of the Hebrews and, at the same time, affirming that only four 

gospels are canonical.  Clement of Alexandria is a perfect example of this pattern.  He appealed 

to all sorts of writings, including apocryphal gospels, but was quite clear that he only received 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John as Scripture. 

4. Heretical Books. These are the books that are so theologically problematic that they have little 

(if any) positive value for the church.  These are "forgeries" that Eusebius regards as "altogether 

wicked and impious" (3.25.7).  These include books like the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of 

Peter, the Gospel of Matthias, the Acts of Andrew, and the Acts of John. 

What misconception does this refute? Some scholars have argued that books like the Gospel of 

Thomas were just as popular as the canonical gospels and almost made it into the NT canon. 

But, notice that Eusebius does not agree.  He does not put Thomas in the "disputed" category, 

or even the "rejected" category, but all the way in the heretical category.  For Eusebius, such 

books are, and never were, contenders for the canon. 

In sum, understanding these four categories is an essential step in removing misconceptions 

about the NT canon that seem to abound today.  Knowing these categories can give a person a 

fairly basic picture of how the canon developed:  (1) there was a core canon from a very early 

time, (2) there was dispute about some of the smaller books that took some time to resolve, (3) 

Christians continued to find some non-canonical books to be orthodox and helpful, though not 

Scripture, and (4) some books were so theologically off the mark that they were regarded as 

altogether heretical. For more on these four categories, see chapter 8 of my book Canon 

Revisited (Crossway, 2o12). 

 Michael Kruger | August 9, 2016: http://michaeljkruger.com/an-essential-key-to-understanding-

the-development-of-the-nt-canon/ 
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12. Canonization—OLD TESTAMENT  

(The following chapters are adapted from lessons prepared by Dr. Bill McRae; see also section 13.9.5) 

Preparing the Way 
 Distinguish between “canon” and “canonicity.” 

 What is the sole criterion for canonicity? 

 Is there a test of inspiration? What is it? 

 What part does the providence of God play in canonicity? 

 What were the three major divisions of the Hebrew Old Testament? How many books were in each division? 

 Who was responsible for this structure of the Hebrew Old Testament canon? When was it finally formed? 

 What is the significance of our Lord’s testimony to the Law, the Prophets and the Psalms in Luke 24:44? 

 What were the four classes of literature that were present in the Old Testament era? 

 Define “Apocrypha.” Describe the content and value of the Apocrypha. 

10. Why do evangelical Protestants not regard the Apocrypha as canonical? 

 

A Story to Illustrate the Issues: Some time ago “Ron,” a local high school teacher, staggered into 
my office in a mild state of shock. He looked as though he had just tackled a tiger and lost. That 
was about it too. He needed help fast. Just that day he had been sharing his faith with a colleague 
and had been shot down in flames. In the heat of the battle Ron’s associate had challenged his 
authority—the Bible. Although it was an old argument, my friend had never met it before. It 
obviously had knocked him off balance. His fellow teacher had simply rejected the Bible. This 
wasn’t what sent my friend reeling however. It was the reason. 
 
According to his antagonist, the Bible is merely a collection of books put together by men long 
after the days of Christ. He noted there was little agreement among these men. Different collections 
exist. “How do you know your Bible contains all the books it should contain?” he asked. He 
pointed out that there may be other worthy books overlooked! He wondered how Ron could be 
sure that some unworthy books had not been unwarrantedly placed in the collection. Some may 
have been included by mistake! 
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My beleaguered and beaten friend needed some answers. Who did the collecting? Can we be sure 

the collection is a reliable one? Why do we have sixty-six books in our Bible instead of sixty-four? 

Are there some that really don’t belong there? Why do we have sixty-six instead of the seventy-

seven found in some Bibles? Are there some that have been lost or that we have failed to recognize? 

These questions relate to the canon of Scripture—the subject of our study in this and the following 

chapter, first with regard to the Old Testament books, and then those of the New Testament. 

To hold his own in the teachers’ lounge that day, Ron needed answers to these very questions. He 

needed some background. He had to understand the process in order to eliminate the problems. A 

few simple facts would quickly dislodge his colleague from his rather pompous pedestal. 

12.1 Introduction 

The term “canon” is derived from a Greek word meaning a staff, straight rod, rule or standard. 

This Greek word was derived in turn from the Sumerian word that originally meant a “reed” (Job 

40:21). Because reeds were often used as measuring sticks, in a figurative sense the word implied 

straightness or uprightness and was used for a measuring standard or norm. It was not until c. A.D. 

352 that the word was first used by Athanasius in reference to the divinely inspired books of 

Scripture. The “canon” therefore is the collection of writings that constitute the authoritative and 

final norm, rule, or standard for our faith and practice. In short, the canon comprises the writings 

of the Bible, both the Old and New Testaments. The Bible is called the canon because it is the 

objective rule for measuring, or judging, all matters of doctrine and life. 

 

If the word “canon” implies the status of the Bible by virtue of its inspiration, the word 

“canonicity” often applies to the recognition of this status by the church. It is the process by which 

the various books of the Bible were brought together and their value as the Word of God 

recognized. One scholar speaks of canonicity as “the churches’ recognition of the authority and 

extent of inspired writings.”1 
 

Perhaps the most helpful way to get a hold on this immense topic is to slice it in half. Surely the 

most appropriate place to apply the knife is at the very point of division in our English Bible. In 

this lesson, then, we will concentrate only upon the collection of the Hebrew manuscripts in our 

Old Testament. 
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12.2 The Test 

It is obvious that the thirty-nine books of our Old Testament constitute only a small part of the 

literature that came from the pens of the people of Israel before Christ. There are such books as 1 

and 2 Maccabees, the Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, books we today call the Apocrypha. 

There are such books as the Assumption of Moses and the Book of Enoch and several others that 

we call the Pseudepigrapha. There are a number of pieces of interesting literature from the Qumran 

community of the Essenes, such as the Manual of Discipline. Why are some of these not recognized 

as canonical? What is the test of canonicity? 

The simple test for canonicity is inspiration. The writings that are inspired by God the Holy Spirit 

constitute the norm, or standard, of faith and practice. In ancient days it was its inspiration that 

made a book authoritative and because of this authority it was recognized as canonical. That is to 

say, a book did not become part of the canon because it was recognized as such. Rather, it was 

recognized as such because it was part of the canon by virtue of inspiration. The moment an 

inspired book was written it was canonical. The authors were certainly conscious of this, as is 

testified by their frequent use of “thus saith the Lord.” These writings were immediately considered 

to be authoritative by some, and probably deposited in the temple. But how were others to 

recognize which books were inspired and canonical and which were not? This was no simple 

question. 

To say that the sole test for their recognition and acceptance was inspiration is to answer our 

question correctly, but not completely. This simply raises another question: What is the test of 

inspiration? 

Gleason Archer states it succinctly when he says, 

The only true test of canonicity which remains is the testimony of God the Holy Spirit to the 

authority of His own Word. This testimony found a response of recognition, faith and submission 

in the hearts of God’s people who walked in covenant fellowship with Him.2 
 
E. J. Young agrees when he says: 
 

The canonical books of the Old Testament were divinely revealed and their authors were 
holy men who spoke as they were borne of the Holy Ghost. In His good providence God 
brought it about that His people should recognize and receive His Word. How He planted 
this conviction in their hearts with respect to the identity of His Word we may not be able 
fully to understand or explain.3 
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We conclude, therefore, that the books that were inspired by the Holy Spirit, and therefore were 

canonical, were recognized by men of faith as the Holy Spirit bore witness to the authority of these 

writings in their hearts. 

Three crucial elements are involved in this test. 

1. The work of the Holy Spirit in inspiration. 

2. The witness of the Holy Spirit to what He has inspired and is therefore authoritative. 

3. The providence of God, which becomes apparent in the recognition, collection and preservation of the 

canonical books by the people of God. 

These factors constitute three basic steps. 

Project Number 1 

1. On the chart below, label the appropriate steps with the above three points. 

2. Match the following terms to the appropriate steps: Collection, Inspiration and Canonicity. 

 

12.3 The Finished Product 

To understand this process is to be equipped to cope with dozens of questions similar to those that 

struck down Ron. With the process firmly fixed in our minds we are ready to look at the product 

in the Old Testament. 

The Hebrew text of the Old Testament contains three major divisions. Take a careful look at them. 

How do they differ from the Old Testament you know? 

Law (five books): 
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy. 
 
Prophets (eight books): 

Former: Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings. 
Latter: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, The Twelve (Minor Prophets). 

 



239 
 

Writings (eleven books): 
Poetry and Wisdom: Psalms, Proverbs, Job 
Rolls: Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther. 
History: Daniel, Ezra/Nehemiah, Chronicles. 

 

What are your observations? By way of comparison, you see every one of your thirty-nine Old 

Testament books represented here. That is very important to note. In contrast to your Bible, 

however, you see only three major divisions, not four. The order of books is also quite different 

from your Bible today. You have even seen a difference in the number of books. The combination 

of writings resulted in only twenty-four books. This was not the only combination that existed in 

ancient times. When Josephus speaks of twenty-two Old Testament sacred books, he is simply 

reflecting another structure or order of the same twenty-four (or, if you like, thirty-nine) books.4 

In the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament, the Septuagint, the books are arranged more 

or less topically. They fall into four divisions: the books of the law, history, poetry and wisdom, 

and prophecy. In general the Latin Vulgate follows the Septuagint. It is this order that has been 

adopted in our Protestant English Bible. 

An understanding of the finished product, the Hebrew canon with its three divisions, was of great 

importance to Ron. It offers significant support in defending the Bible against the kind of attack 

he faced. To use it effectively, however, Ron needed to know not only the facts of a threefold 

division in the Hebrew canon, but also the details of its formation. 

12.4 The Great Assembly 

Although it is impossible to positively date the origin of this threefold division of the Old 

Testament canon, Jewish tradition dates it from the time of Ezra, attributing the work to him and 

the men of the Great Assembly, 520 B.C. This assembly gave way to the Sanhedrin around 300 

B.C. This dates the divisions then, from about the fifth century B.C. If this is so, apparently the 

division was not rigidly held. The Old Testament canon is described in the New Testament as “the 

law and the prophets” (Luke 24:27). However, our Lord does refer to this threefold division 

in Luke 24:44. 
 

The basis for this threefold division has been the object of much discussion. The first division was 

determined by the sole authorship of Moses. These five books constitute the “law of Moses”—the 

Torah. He is recognized as the greatest of the prophets of Israel, the lawgiver of the nation. They 

were undoubtedly gathered by Joshua and regarded by the nation as the word of God from that 

date forward. 
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The second division is called the “prophets,” a title that is appropriate according to every indication 

of their authorship. These books were written by men with the gift of prophecy who occupied the 

office of prophet, spokesmen for God (Yahweh), in the nation. As these prophets were under 

Moses in the administration of the nation it is appropriate that their books form the second division. 

The third division comprises books of a variety of material written by men who did not occupy the 

official office of prophet. This explains why Daniel’s book is in the last division rather than the 

second one. Its position among the “writings” does not suggest a late date as many critics say. 

Status in that second division was based upon the official status of the authors in the nation.5 
 

As the inspired books in the second and third divisions were written they were, by virtue of their 

inspiration, canonical. That is, they were authoritative. They were a standard for the faith and 

practice of Israel. In the providence of God and by the witness of the Spirit, these books were 

recognized by men of faith as speaking for God. They were undoubtedly securely preserved in the 

temple precincts until the time of the Great Assembly when, under God, the twenty-four books 

were collected together and set in the order of the Hebrew Old Testament. 

12.5 What Is the Point? 

If you are wondering what the point of giving you all this historical data and detail, let me clear 

up the matter right now. We have just established that by the sixth century B.C., the Jewish 

community had recognized and collected twenty-four books (thirty-nine, by our count) that they 

regarded as authoritative. These were organized in three major divisions. They were the standard 

for their creed and conduct. Here was their canon. 

This simple summary has the support of a host of witnesses. Consider but a few. 

The earliest extant reference to these three divisions comes from the prologue of the apocryphal 

book of Ecclesiasticus. There we read, “Whereas many and great things have been delivered to us 

by the Law and the Prophets, and by others that have followed their steps ...” Here the authors of 

the third division are described as those who have followed in the steps of the prophets. 

The testimony of Josephus, the first-century Jewish historian, speaks of the very thirty-nine books 

of our Old Testament as the corpus of Scripture “which are justly believed to be divine.” When he 

speaks of twenty-two books, he simply reflects a different structure of ordering the books.6 
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Philo, a learned Jew of Alexandria, refers to or uses as authoritative all the books of the Old 

Testament except five (Esther, Ezekiel, Daniel, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon). These are never 

denied, just ignored. On the other hand he never quotes nor mentions any of the apocryphal books. 

Among the Dead Sea Scrolls discovered in 1947, some portion of all the thirty-nine books of our 

Old Testament were found. These scrolls clearly held these books in high esteem and regarded 

them as authoritative, as being the very words of God. Although other literature is alluded to, it is 

never quoted as authoritative. The books written by the Qumran sect make no claim of inspiration 

for themselves.7 

 

Following the destruction of Jerusalem, Jamnia became a center for scriptural study under Rabbi 

Johanan ben Zakkal. Here discussion continued concerning the canonicity of certain books that 

were disputed. Although the so-called Council of Jamnia (A.D. 90) was something less than a 

formal council, informal discussions were held that helped to crystallize and fix more firmly the 

Jewish tradition. It has been demonstrated that this “council” was actually “confirming public 

opinion not forming it.”8 Here the extent of the Old Testament canon seems to have been finally 

and forever settled. The same twenty-four books set in three divisions five hundred years earlier 

were confirmed as canonical! 
 

Before you proceed, place yourself in Ron’s position for a few moments. With the background of 

this chapter, can you answer these questions? 

Project Number 2 

1. In the Old Testament era did different collections exist? If so, name them. 

2. How and when was the collection of Old Testament books made? 

3. How do you know that your Old Testament contains all the inspired books of that time, and only 

inspired books? 

If Ron’s colleague was both skillful and knowledgeable, he would still have one important 

argument left to present. It is used with devastating success over and over again against Christians 

who are unskilled and without knowledge. 

12.6 What about the Apocrypha? 

Several of our new versions of the Bible include the Apocrypha. What is it? Why is it included 

only in some versions? Is it part of the Word of God? Answers to these questions and more come 
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more easily when we understand that the Apocrypha is only one of the four classes of literature 

that emerged in the Old Testament era. 

12.6.1 HOMOLEGOUMENA 

These were “the acknowledged books.” Thirty-four of our Old Testament books were accepted as 

canonical by men of faith when they were written, and their canonicity was never disputed. They 

were universally and commonly acknowledged as authoritative writings inspired of God. 

12.6.2 ANTILEGOUMENA 

Five of our Old Testament books were “books spoken against.” They were apparently accepted 

immediately by believers as canonical, but at a later date were questioned as to their place in the 

canon. Surprisingly we have no record of any of these books being questioned until the first century 

A.D. These are the books: 

Ecclesiastes was disputed because of its alleged pessimism, Epicurianism and denial of life to 

come. In the light of its purpose and literary technique, these objections are not valid. 

 

Esther was disputed because the name of God does not appear in it. This objection is offset by the 

spectacular manifestation of divine providence and a recognition of the peculiar purpose of the 

book. It is to present the fortunes of Israel in unbelief. Because they are in unbelief God withdraws 

from direct communication and works providentially. 

 

The Song of Solomon was criticized because of its alleged low morality. It speaks of physical 

attractiveness between a woman and a man in rather startling and bold terms. The interpretation of 

Hillel, who identified Solomon with Yahweh and the Shulamite with Israel, noted a spiritual 

dimension in this book that helped overcome the objections. 

 

Ezekiel was challenged on the basis of the contradiction between the description of his temple in 

the latter chapters of the book and the temple of Jerusalem, which had been built by Zerubbabel. 

This objection was met by the observation that the differences were minor and the suggestion that 

Ezekiel may be speaking of a future temple, as indeed he is—the millennial temple. 

 

The objections to Proverbs were based upon several minor, apparent contradictions. For example, 

“Answer not a fool according to his folly” (26:4) and “Answer a fool according to his folly” (26:5). 
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12.6.3 PSEUDEPIGRAPHA 

These are religious books written under the assumed name of a biblical character such as Moses, 

Enoch and others. These books were written in times of national emergencies, as in the 

persecution of the Jews by Antiochus. Their purpose was to encourage the morale of the people 

and give them hope for the future. The four types of literature found in this category were 

apocalyptic, legendary, political and didactic. They were never recognized as canonical. 

In Jude 14-16, the pseudepigrapha book of Enoch is quoted. This book of Enoch never claimed 

canonicity. It is, however, quoted as a true statement. The apostle Jude recognizes truth in this 

writing as we today would recognize it in a poem by Robert Frost or in the writing of C. S. 

Lewis. As this truth may be quoted in a sermon, so Jude found truth in the Book of Enoch and 

quoted it. 

12.6.4 APOCRYPHA 

Fourteen books written between 200 B.C. and A.D. 100, mainly by Alexandrian Jews, are known 

by the term Apocrypha, which in classical Greek means “obscure” or “incomprehensible” or 

“hidden.” Jerome used the word for spurious, non-canonical books. 

The books fall into five classifications: 

The Wisdom Books—Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus 

The Historical Books—1 Esdras, 1 & 2 Maccabees 

The Religious Romances—Tobit, Judith 

The Prophetic Books—Baruch, 2 Esdras 

 

The Legendary Additions: 

+Prayer of Manasseh 

+Remainder of Esther 

- Songs of Three Holy Children 

+History of Susanna 

+Bel and the Dragon 
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All of these are accepted by the Roman Catholic Church today, except 1 and 2 Esdras and the 

Prayer of Manasseh. 

Although these books were not recognized by the Aramaic Targums* and the earliest Syriac 

Peshitta,** yet they are included in the Septuagint—the Greek translation of the Old Testament 

by the Alexandrian Jews. Does the presence of the Apocrypha in the Septuagint indicate they 

were recognized as canonical? 

Not necessarily. Several points ought to be noted. 

1. The manuscript evidence is uncertain. Vaticanus lacks 1, 2 Maccabees, includes 1 Esdras. Sinaiticus 

lacks Baruch, includes 4 Maccabees. Alexandrius contains 1 Esdras, 3 and 4 Maccabees. “Thus it 

turns out that even the three earliest manuscripts of the LXX show considerable uncertainty as to 

which books constitute the list of Apocrypha, and that the fourteen accepted by the Roman church are 

by no means substantiated by the testimony of the great uncials of the fourth and fifth centuries.”9The 

first point to be noticed, then, is that there never was a definite canon of the Septuagint. 

 

2. Philo, the Alexandrian historian, never quotes from the Apocrypha. This is surprising because he 

lived in the city of the Septuagint, which included it. 

3. The discoveries at Qumran, where some apocryphal books and pseudepigraphic*** books have been 

found, along with books accepted as canonical, demonstrate that “subcanonical books may be 

preserved and utilized along with canonical books.”10 Therefore the presence of the Apocrypha in the 

Septuagint does not necessarily imply that believers recognized it as canonical. 

 

4. The Septuagint was the Bible of our Lord and the early church. Yet never did our Lord or the writers 

of the New Testament quote from the apocryphal books that were interwoven through the Bible they 

used. Never did they indicate any recognition of authority in these books. 

5. Aquila’s Greek Version of the Old Testament (A.D. 128) did not contain the Apocrypha and yet was 

accepted by the Jews of Alexandria. 

6. In his Latin Vulgate, Jerome included the Apocrypha but did not recognize it as canonical. He 

pleaded for the recognition of only the Hebrew canon, excluding the Apocrypha. 

7. Meliot, Justin Martyr, Origen, Tertullian, Gregory the Great (640), Cardinal Ximenes and Cardinal 

Cajetan (1534) all rejected the canonicity of the Apocrypha. 
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* Aramaic Targums—Aramaic paraphrases or interpretations of some parts of the Old 

Testament. 

** Syriac Peshitta—The Syrian translation of the Old Testament Scriptures. Peshitta 

=“simple.”A simple translation. 

***Pseudepigraphic books—These were other Jewish writings that were excluded from 

the Old Testament canon and from the Apocrypha. 

 

However, in 1546, at the Council of Trent, the Roman Catholic Church decreed the Apocrypha to 

be “Sacrosancta.” “At one of the prolonged sessions, with only fifty-three prelates present, not one 

of whom was a scholar distinguished for historical learning, the decree ‘Sacrosancta’ was passed, 

which declared the Old Testament including the Apocrypha are of God.”11 In so doing Rome 

disregarded not only the testimony of history, which generally rejected the Apocrypha, but also 

the role of the church councils, which up to this point had only confirmed the opinion of people. 

These councils never formed public opinion, they only confirmed it. Why were such precedents 

neglected? Some historians think Rome was motivated by political reasons. In the wake of the 

Reformation she needed to reassert the authority of the church. 
 

Merrill F. Unger offers a helpful survey of the history of the Apocrypha since 1546. 

The Church of England (1562) followed Jerome’s words, “The Church doth read ... (the 

Apocrypha) for example of life and instruction of manners; but yet doth it not apply them to 

establish any doctrine.” The view of the Westminster Confession would logically banish them 

from the Bible altogether. “The books commonly called Apocrypha, not being of divine 

inspiration, are not part of the canon of Scripture; and therefore are of no authority in the Church 

of God, nor to be otherwise approved and made use of than other human writings.” This view may 

be said to have prevailed in Protestantism. 

Beginning in 1629, the Apocrypha were omitted from some editions of English Bibles. Since 1827, 

they have been excluded from practically all editions. In the Revised Version (1885) and the 

American Standard Revision (1901), they were omitted entirely. In 1895, they were revised and 

published in a separate volume.12 
 

In the ecumenical climate of our day, the Apocrypha is becoming increasingly popular and is 

included in many translations of the Bible. For example, the New English Bible and the Oxford 

Annotated Bible include it. Should the Apocrypha be regarded as inspired and occupy a place in 

the canon of Scripture? For several reasons we think not. 
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1. Not one of the apocryphal books was at any time included in the Hebrew canon. 

2. Not one is ever quoted in the New Testament. This is truly amazing because they were included 

in the Septuagint—the Bible of the apostles! The Greek Bible (in its extent) was not the Bible of 

the Lord and disciples. Although they used it, they did not use it all!  It is not entirely clear whether 

the prophecy attributed to Enoch in Jude 14 is a reference to the Enoch of Genesis 5 or to a similar 

statement in the Book of Enoch (1:9). If it is from the Book of Enoch, it is important to note that 

it is not from an apocrypha book, but rather from the pseudopigrapha books (see p. 99). 

Furthermore, the book never claimed canonicity and was never recognized as canonical. As Paul 

quoted a Cretan poet in Titus 1:12 so Jude quotes something as true from the book of Enoch. 

 

3. These books do not claim to be the word of God. As a matter of fact Maccabees denies he is a 

prophet. Upon at least three occasions (1 Macc. 4:46; 9:27; 14:41) he indicates that the current 

feeling in Israel was that there was no prophet available for consultation. He recognized that the 

spirit of prophecy had long since departed. 

 

4. The testimony of Josephus indicates that the Jews believed the Old Testament canon to be closed 

and the gift of prophecy to have ceased in the fifth century B.C. In his Contra Opionem Josephus 

writes: 

From Artaxerxes (the successor of Xerxes) until our time everything has been recorded, 

but has not been deemed worthy of like credit with what preceded, because the exact 

succession of the prophets ceased. But what faith we have placed in our own writings is 

evident by our conduct; for though so long a time has now passed, no one has dared to add 

anything to diem, or to take anything from them, or to alter anything in them.13 

Here Josephus reflects the minds of the first century Jews and says no canonical writings have 

been composed from the time of Artaxerxes, which, by the way, was the time of Malachi. 

5. The quality and doctrine of the Apocrypha is very inferior to that of the canonical books. It has 

well been pointed out that: 

both Judith and Tobit contain historical, chronological and geographical errors. The books 

justify falsehood and deception and make salvation to depend upon works of merit. 

Almsgiving, for example, is said to deliver from death (Tob. 12:9; 4:10; 14:10, 11). 

Judith lives a life of falsehood and deception in which she is represented as assisted by God (9:10, 

13). Ecclesiasticus and the Wisdom of Solomon inculcate a morality based upon expediency. 

Wisdom teaches the creation of the world out of pre-existent matter (11:17). Ecclesiasticus teaches 

that the giving of alms makes atonement for sin (3:30). 
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In Barach it is said that God hears the prayers for the dead (3:4), and in I Maccabees there are 

historical and geographical errors.14 This is not to say the Apocrypha is of no value. Although they 

are not Scripture, the books are of “considerable antiquity and of real value. They, like the Dead 

Sea Scrolls, are monuments to Jewish literary activity of the intertestamental period.”15 They show 

the lack of idolatry, the solid monotheism and the presence of a Messianic hope in the period 

between the Testaments. Also, they trace the heroic political struggles of Israel for liberty. 

12.7 Review 

In this chapter we have established a definition for the term “canon” and have studied the test, 

the divisions and the extent of the Old Testament canon. Have you grasped the key points? Why 

not test yourself now? Go back to the questions at the beginning of our chapter and measure your 

retention. You ought to be able to answer every one of them now. 
 

FOR FURTHER STUDY: 

1. Study carefully Jude 14-16. What is the problem here? How can it be answered? 

2. Discuss the liberal theories as to the origin of the Old Testament canon. See: Gleason Archer, A 

Survey of Old Testament Introduction, (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1964), pp. 70-72. 

3. Explain and refute the documentary theory of the Pentateuch. See again Gleason Archer, A Survey of 

Old Testament Introduction, chs. 6-8. 

12.8 Bibliography 

Archer, Gleason. A Survey of Old Testament Introduction. Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1964. 

Beckwith, Robert. The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament Church. Grand Rapids, MI: 

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1985. 

Harris, Laird. Inspiration and Canonicity of the Bible. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing 

House, 1969. 

Harrison, R. K. Introduction to the Old Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 1969. 

Henry, Carl F. H. (ed.). Revelation and the Bible. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1958. 

Unger, Merrill E. Introductory Guide to the Old Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan 

Publishing House, 1964. 

Van Campenhausen, Hans. The Formation of the Christian Bible. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress 

Press, 1972. 



248 
 

Waltke, Bruce. “How We Got Our Old Testament,” Christian History, Vol. XIII, No.3, Issue 43, 

pp. 32, 33. 

 

Notes 

1 Dr. S. L. Johnson, Jr., “New Testament Introduction” (Unpublished class notes, Dallas 

Theological Seminary, 1966). 

2 Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1964), p. 

69. 

3 E. J. Young, “The Canon of the Old Testament,” Revelation and the Bible, ed. Carl EH. Henry 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1958), p. 168. 

4 Laird Harris, Inspiration and Canonicity of the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing 

House, 1969), p. 141. 

5 Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, pp. 368, 369. 

6 Laird Harris, Inspiration and Canonicity of the Bible, p. 141. 

7 Ibid, p. 137. 

8 R. K. Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 1969), p. 278. 

9 Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, p. 66. 

10 Ibid., p. 66. 

11 Merrill F. Unger, Introductory Guide to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan 

Publishing House, 1964), p. 106. 

12 Ibid., p. 107 

13 Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, p. 63. 

14 E. J. Young, “The Canon of the Old Testament,” pp. 167, 168. 

15 Laird Harris, Inspiration and Canonicity of the Bible, p. 180. 

 
(https://bible.org/seriespage/part-va-canonization-chapter-six-collection-begins ) 

12.9 Canonicity of the Old Testament—A Complementary Perspective 

The Hebrew Bible of today is substantially the same as the original writings, with only physical 

changes like the addition of vowel pointings, reading aids in the margins, and a change to a more 

open form of the letters, etc. In Romans 3:2 we are told that the “oracles of God,” the Old 

Testament Scripture, had been entrusted to the Jews; they were to be the custodians of the Old 

Testament. This precisely fits what we know about the Jews and the Old Testament. They have 

always been a people of one book who have guarded it with extreme care and precision. From 
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the time of Ezra and even before, there were priests (Deut. 31:24-26) and later scribes 

called sopherim who were given the responsibility to copy and meticulously care for the sacred 

text so they could hand down the correct reading. 

 

To ensure this accuracy, later scribes known as the Masoretes developed a number of strict 

measures to ensure that every fresh copy was an exact reproduction of the original. They 

established tedious procedures to protect the text against being changed. For instance: 

(a) when obvious errors were noted in the text, perhaps because a tired scribe nodded, the text 

was still not changed. Instead, a correction was placed in the margin called qere, “to be read,” 

and that which was written in the text was called, kethibh, “to be written.”  

(b) When a word was considered textually, grammatically, or exegetically questionable, dots 

were placed above that word.  

(c) Minute statistics were also kept as a further means of guarding against errors: in the Hebrew 

Bible at Leviticus 8:8, the margin has a reference that this verse is the middle verse of the Torah. 

According to the note at Lev. 10:16 the word darash is the middle word in the Torah, and at 

11:42 we are assured that the waw in a Hebrew word there is the middle letter. At the end of each 

book are statistics as: the total number of verses in Deuteronomy is 955, the total in the entire 

Torah is 5,845; the total number of words is 97, 856, and the total number of letters is 400,945.64 

In this we see something of the painstaking procedures the Jews went through to assure the 

accurate transmission of the text. Our English Bible is a translation of this Hebrew text which 

has been handed down to us. God made the Jews the custodians of the Old Testament record. 

Though their eyes may be blind to its truth (Isa. 6:10; John 12:40; Rom. 10:1-3; 11:7), they have 

guarded its transmission with great accuracy. 

 

The original copies of the Old Testament were written on leather or papyrus from the time of 

Moses (c. 1450 B.C.) to the time of Malachi (400 B.C.). Until the sensational discovery of the 

Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947 we did not possess copies of the Old Testament earlier than A.D. 895. 

The reason for this is simply that the Jews had an almost superstitious veneration for the text 

which impelled them to bury copies that had become too old for use. Indeed, the Masoretes 

(traditionalists) who between A.D 600 and 950 added accents and vowel points and in general 

standardized the Hebrew text, devised complicated safeguards for the making of copies (as 

described above) … When the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered, they gave us a Hebrew text 

from the second to first century B.C. of all but one of the books (Esther) of the Old Testament. 

This was of the greatest importance, for it provided a much earlier check on the accuracy of the 

Masoretic text, which has now proved to be extremely accurate. 



250 
 

Other early checks on the Hebrew text include the Septuagint translation (middle of third century 

B.C.), the Aramaic Targums (paraphrases and quotes of the Old Testament), quotations in early 

Christian writers, and the Latin translation of Jerome (A.D. 400) which was made directly from 

the Hebrew text of his day. All of these give us the data for being assured of having an accurate 

text of the Old Testament.65 

12.9.1 THE THREE-FOLD DIVISION 

The Masoretic text of the Hebrew Old Testament contains twenty-four books, beginning with 

Genesis and ending with 2 Chronicles. Though this arrangement of the Old Testament is in only 

twenty-four books, the subject matter is identical with the thirty-nine book division of our 

Protestant English Bible. The difference is in the order and division of the arrangement of the 

books. The reason for this is that the Protestant canon of the Old Testament has been influenced 

by the Greek translation of the Old Testament, the Septuagint (LXX) made about 250-160 B.C. 

The Septuagint divided the books of Samuel, Kings, Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah each into 

two, which makes eight instead of four. The Twelve Minor Prophets were divided into twelve, 

instead of being counted as one book as in the twenty-four book division. This adds fifteen 

making a total of the thirty-nine books as in the Protestant English Bible. 

Since the year 1517, modern Hebrew Bibles divided the books into thirty-nine, but kept the 

three-fold division including the arrangement of the books (Genesis through 2 Chronicles) as in 

the ancient Hebrew Bible. In Matthew 23:35, Jesus said, “that upon you may fall the guilt of all 

the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, 

the son of Berechiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar.” The murder Jesus 

spoke of is recorded in 2 Chronicles 24:20-22. Abel’s death is recorded in Genesis and in the 

Hebrew Bible 2 Chronicles is the last book. In essence then, Christ was saying “from the first to 

the last murder in the Bible.” This was equivalent to saying from Genesis to Malachi and 

demonstrated what He considered as the canon of the Old Testament. 

This twenty-four book division in its three-fold division which became the thirty-nine book 

division is as follows: 

(1) The Law or The Pentateuch (5 books)—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy 

(2) The Prophets (originally 8 books, then 21) 

o The Former Prophets (originally 4 books, then 6)—Joshua, Judges, Samuel (1 & 2), Kings (1 & 

2) 
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o The Latter Prophets (originally 4 books, then 15) 

Major: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel (3 books) 

Minor: The 12 (originally 1 book, then 12) 

(3) The Writings (originally 11 books, then 13) 

o Poetical (3 books) —Psalms, Proverbs, Job 

o The Rolls (5 books) —Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther 

o Historical (originally 3 books, then 5) —Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah (2), Chronicles (1 & 2) 

… By the time of the New Testament this three-fold division was recognized (Luke 24:44). 

Other designations such as “The Scripture” (John 10:35) and “The Sacred Writings” (2 Tim. 

3:15) suggest a generally accepted Old Testament canon. This three-fold division was also 

attested to by Josephus (A.D. 37-95), Bishop Melito of Sardis (ca. A.D. 170), Tertullian (A.D. 

160-250), and others (Gleason L. Archer, Jr., A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, Moody, 

Chicago, 1964, pp. 62-65). The Council of Jamnia in A.D. 90 is generally considered the 

occasion whereby the Old Testament canon was publicly recognized (while debating the 

canonicity of several books). 

 

There is evidence of the manner in which the Old Testament books were recognized as 

canonical. Laird Harris (R. Laird Harris, Inspiration and Canonicity of the Bible, Grand Rapids, 

Zondervan, 1969, pp. 62-65), traces the continuity of recognition: Moses was recognized as 

writing under the authority of God (Ex. 17:14; 34:27; cf. Josh. 8:31; 23:6). The criterion for 

acknowledging the Pentateuch was whether it was from God’s servant, Moses. Following Moses, 

God raised up the institution of prophecy to continue revealing Himself to His people (cf. Deut. 

18:15-19; Jer. 26:8-15). The prophets to whom God spoke also recorded their revelation 

(cf. Josh. 24:26; 1 Sam. 10:25; Isa. 8:1; Ezek. 43:11). Harris concludes, “The law was accorded 

the respect of the author, and he was known as God’s messenger. Similarly, succeeding prophets 

were received upon due authentication, and their written works were received with the same 

respect, being received therefore as the Word of God. As far as the witness contained in the 

books themselves is concerned, this reception was immediate.” (Ibid., p. 167). 66 

12.9.2 THE TESTS OF CANONICITY 

Specific tests to consider canonicity may be recognized: 

(1) Did the book indicate God was speaking through the writer and that it was considered 

authoritative? Compare the following references: (a) God was speaking through the human 

author—Ex. 20:1; Josh. 1:1; Isa. 2:1; (b) that the books were authoritative—Joshua 1:7-8; 23:6; 1 
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Kings 2:3; 2 Kings 14:6; 21:8; 23:25; Ezra 6:18; Nehemiah 13:1; Daniel 9:11; Malachi 4:4. Note 

also Joshua 6:26 compared with 1 Kings 16:34; Joshua 24:29-33 compared with Judges 2:8-9; 2 

Chronicles 36:22-23 compared with Ezra 1:1-4; Daniel 9:2 compared with Jeremiah 25:11-12. 

 

(2) Was the human author recognized as a spokesman of God, that is, was he a prophet or did he 

have the prophetic gift? Compare Deuteronomy 18:18; 31:24-26; 1 Samuel 10:25; Nehemiah 

8:3. 
 

(3) Was the book historically accurate? Did it reflect a record of actual facts? 

12.9.3 HISTORICAL EVIDENCE SUPPORTING THE CANONICITY OF THE OLD 

TESTAMENT 

There are a number of important historical evidences drawn from the ancient writings that give 

support to the Old Testament canon as we have it in our Protestant Bible. 

1. Prologue to Ecclesiasticus. This noncanonical book refers to a threefold division of books 

(namely, the Law, the Prophets, and hymns and precepts for human conduct) which was known 

by the writer’s grandfather (which would be around 200 B.C.). 

 

2. Philo. Philo (around A D. 40) referred to the same threefold division. 

 

3. Josephus. Josephus (A. D. 37-100) said that the Jews held as sacred only twenty-two books 

(which include exactly the same as our present thirty-nine books of the Old Testament). 

 

4. Jamnia. Jamnia (A. D. 90), was a teaching house of rabbis who discussed canonicity. Some 

questioned whether it was right to accept (as was being done) Esther, Ecclesiastes, and the Song 

of Solomon. These discussions concerned an existing canon. 

 

5. The church fathers. The church fathers accepted the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament. 

The only exception was Augustine (A. D. 400) who included the books of the Apocrypha (those 

“extra” books that some Bibles include between the books of the Old and New Testaments). 

However, he did acknowledge that they were not fully authoritative. The books of the Apocrypha 

were not officially recognized as part of the canon until the Council of Trent (A.D. 1546) and 

then only by the Roman Catholic church.67 
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12.9.4 NEW TESTAMENT EVIDENCE FOR THE CANONICITY OF THE OLD 

TESTAMENT 

 

(1) Old Testament quotations in the New. There are some 250 quotes from Old Testament 

books in the New Testament. None are from the Apocrypha. All Old Testament books are quoted 

except Esther, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Solomon. 

 

(2) Old Testament quotations by Jesus Christ. In Matthew 5:17-18, the Lord declared that the 

Law and the Prophets, a reference that includes all of the Old Testament, then summarized as 

“the Law” in verse 18, would be fulfilled. This declared it was therefore God’s authoritative 

Word. Christ’s statement in Matthew 23:35 about the blood (murder) of Abel to the blood of 

Zechariah clearly defined what Jesus viewed as the Old Testament canon. It consisted of the 

entire Old Testament as we know it in our Protestant English Bible. This is particularly 

significant in view of the fact there other murders of God’s messengers recorded in the 

Apocrypha, but the Lord excludes them suggesting He did not consider the books of the 

Apocrypha to belong in the Canon as with the books from Genesis to 2 Chronicles. 

The above evidence shows the books of the Old Testament, as we have them in our Protestant 

Bible, were God breathed and therefore authoritative and profitable the very moment they were 

written. “There was human recognition of the writings; normally this was immediate as the 

people recognized the writers as spokesmen from God. Finally, there was a collection of the 

books into a canon.”68 

 

(https://bible.org/question/how-did-we-get-our-bible-who-wrote-it-and-who-decided-what-order-put-it ) 
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13. Canonization—NEW TESTAMENT 

Preparing the Way 
 What factors gave rise to the need for a New Testament? After all, the Old Testament was sufficient for Israel for 

hundreds of years. 

 What is the single criterion to be considered in recognizing any book as part of the canon of Scripture? 

 In determining whether or not a book is inspired, five questions must be asked. What are they? 

 Mark out the three stages in the formation of the New Testament canon. What were the important characteristics 

of each phase? 

 Who was the first person to publish a complete list of the New Testament books as we know them today? What 

is the date? 

 What was the express purpose of the early church councils? What role did they play in the process of 

canonization? 

 What four classes of literature were present in the early centuries of the church age? 

 What changes took place in the extent of the canon as a result of the Council of Trent? 

 Why is the Book of Mormon not accepted as part of the canon of Scripture? 

10. What three lines of testimony can be drawn to support the idea of a closed and complete canon of Scripture? 

 

A Story to Illustrate the Issues: It was at the request of a young lady in our chapel that the 

appointment was set up. We agreed on a time later that week in my office. Its purpose was clearly 

defined. I was to explain my Christian faith to two young Mormon missionaries! When my young 

friend had witnessed to them the previous week, they seemed open and responsive. She was 

anxious to pursue the contact and I became involved. 

At the precise prearranged time they arrived. One was slightly older than the other, but neither of 

them could have seen his twentieth birthday yet. Impeccably groomed, they entered my office. 
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Their courteous and gracious manners commended them highly. My skepticism about the 

appointment began to recede. I thought this could be a real breakthrough for God! 

My hopes, however, were soon to be dashed to pieces. After a brief word of prayer, I began to 

present the case for the good news of our Lord Jesus. And what do you think? Not a word of protest 

was raised by either of my young guests. Worse than that, there was total agreement. I say worse 

than that, because I have long since learned that little progress is made in evangelism if there is no 

sense of need. And my two guests displayed no sense of need whatsoever. They just agreed with 

everything I said. 

Then came the second round. After I had presented my case with no evident effect, they took the 

initiative. Their case was simple. They believed everything that was in our Bible (which bluff, by 

the way, I was later able to penetrate and destroy), but went one step further. They also believed 

what God had given through Joseph Smith. Finally we came to grips with the issue. They claimed 

that their Book of Mormon is a revelation from God with inspiration and authority equal to the 

Bible. As a matter of fact they claimed that it not only complemented the teachings of the Bible, 

but also supplemented them. At this point they became very aggressive, pressing their point home 

with great fervour. I was told, “If you are a Bible-believing North American Christian, there is a 

further word from God for you in the Book of Mormon.” 

Is this possible? How will we answer such a proposition? Was the canon of Scripture closed at the 

end of the first century? Could God give us a further revelation? Has He? Is our Bible a complete 

or incomplete revelation? Is the canon closed or open? 

Answers to these questions demand some understanding of the entire process of canonicity—

especially as it relates to the New Testament. It is to this task that we now turn. 

It has well been said that “The Christian church was born with a canon in her hands.”1  Because the 

apostles and early Christians were rooted in Judaism, the idea of a canon was not foreign to them. 

They had never been without an objective authoritative corpus of Scripture. They had the Old 

Testament. Soon it became apparent that this was neither sufficient nor complete. 

13.1 Four Factors 

But why? What was the need for a New Testament? Four major factors contributed to its 

emergence. 
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First, there were the authoritative words of Christ. Although our Lord acknowledged the authority 

of the Old Testament canon (Matt. 4:4, 7; 5:18; John 10:35; Luke 24:44), yet He placed His own 

words beside the Old Testament Scriptures as equally authoritative. On six occasions in Matthew 

5 He placed His word on a par with the Old Testament saying, “Ye have heard that it was said ... 

But I say unto you ...” (Matt. 5:21, 27, 31, 33, 38, 43). He was fully aware of His authority and 

this awareness dawned upon others also. The people who heard Him “were amazed at His teaching, 

for He was teaching them as one having authority, and not as the scribes” (Mark 1:22). Luke, 

among others, recognized His authority when he wrote of “all that Jesus began to do and teach” 

(Acts 1:1). If the authority of Christ was to be placed beside the Old Testament as He claimed and 

as others believed, then the need for another collection of writings, which contained His words, 

bore His authority and testified to His Person and work, was obvious. 

 

Second, the birth of the church demanded a charter for this new creation. It must have soon been 

apparent to the early church that God was starting something new and doing something different 

at Pentecost. He had spoken of building His Church (Matt. 16:18), destroying the temple (Matt. 

24:2) and dispersing the nation (Luke 21:24). Acts 2 records the birthday of the church. It was the 

beginning of an entirely new entity (Eph. 3:2b). In this church there was a freedom from the old 

laws of Judaism. The need for a canon to govern the practice of this new entity quickly arose. As 

the nation of Israel needed an authoritative constitution when it was formed, so the need for a 

canon of Scripture for this new work of God—the church—-was immediately recognized. 

 

Third, certain problems within the church itself called for a New Testament. Controversy over 

doctrinal issues was not uncommon (Gal. 1:8). An authoritative norm for the doctrine of the church 

was imperative. Within half a century there was an abundance of religious writings within the 

grasp of Christians. Again, a collection was necessary to distinguish the authoritative from the 

unauthoritative. Practical questions regarding public worship in the churches were being asked 

(e.g., 1 Thess. 5:27). The inevitable and pressing question became, Which books ought to be read 

and taught in the churches? 

 

Finally, political events in the first centuries not only intensified the need for recognizing those 

books that were inspired and authoritative, but even forced this process. When Diocletian ordered 

all the books destroyed in A.D. 303 the questions arose: Which ones should be saved? Which 

books are we willing to die for? 

In a thousand areas “necessity is the mother of invention.” In this case, a fourfold necessity 

provided the spiritual environment for the rise of the New Testament. 
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Project Number 1 

Just imagine yourself living in the midst of a first-century church. You know only of the Old 

Testament and the preaching of the apostles. What specific questions would you have been 

asking? What particular need for a New Testament would you have felt? 

Again it must be said that the one test for canonicity is inspiration. It was not the decree of a 

council that gave a book authority. Rather it was its authority that spurred the collection. This 

authority is inherent in inspiration. An inspired book is authoritative and therefore canonical 

when written. 

But isn’t this begging the question? This line of reasoning cries out for a test for inspiration. How 

did they know which books were inspired and therefore authoritative and canonical? 

13.2 Five Critical Questions 

The primary factor was the internal witness of the Holy Spirit to Spirit-led believers who read and 

studied the books. The Spirit of God, Who had taken up residence within the believers, testified 

positively to what He had inspired as they read it. 

• He is the Spirit of truth—John 14:17. 

• He guides us into all truth—John 16:13. 

So the first question that was asked was this: Is there the witness of the Spirit in the Christian 

community that this is an inspired book? 

There was a second question: Is the book apostolic in origin? Was it written by an apostle, such as 

the Gospels of Matthew and John? Was it written by someone who had direct contact with an 

apostle, like Mark who knew Peter closely, or Luke who knew Paul well? 

Apostles were students under our Lord’s teaching for three years. They were eyewitnesses of His 

resurrection. They had spent with Him those wonderful forty days of instruction before the 

ascension. They were commissioned by Him and spoke with the authority of Jesus Himself. The 

very term “apostle” means one commissioned to speak and act with the authority of the One who 

sent Him. The early church fathers recognized the authority of apostles. Ignatius of Antioch wrote 

in A.D. 117, “I do not, as Peter and Paul, issue commandments to you. They were apostles, I am 

but a condemned man.”2 In A.D. 95, Clement of Rome wrote, “The apostles received the Gospel 

for us from the Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus was sent forth from God, so then Christ is from God and 

the apostles from Christ.”3 
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The third question was: Do the contents of the book agree with the teachings of Jesus, and do they 

present a high view of the person and work of Christ? 

Believers were not to believe every spirit, but were to test the spirits. The test of the Holy Spirit is 

that He testifies that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh. That is, He testifies clearly to both the deity 

and humanity of Jesus Christ. Any book that denies these truths is not inspired by the Spirit of 

God. 

The fourth question was: Is the writing authentic? Is it what it claims to be? Was it written by 

whom it claims to be written? Did it originate in the place it claims to have originated? Did Paul 

really write it? Was it actually written from Rome? Was it really written to Timothy? 

The final question was this: Is there a widespread acceptance of the writing’s authority by the 

various communities that comprised the early Christian Church? 

If it was a genuinely inspired book, there would surely be a general recognition of that fact through 

the witness of the Spirit. The recognition of a book, then, did not rest in the hands of a few men or 

some radical group. It depended upon a widespread acceptance of the book. This acceptance was 

expressed at church councils where representatives from every country listed the books recognized 

in their area. 

By the very nature of the case, this question injected an extensive time factor into the process of 

recognition. The book of 3 John, written to an individual, would take longer to be widely circulated 

and accepted than the epistle to the Ephesians, which was written as a circular letter. This did not 

mean 3 John was any less inspired; it just took longer to gain wide acceptance. 

Project Number 2 

It is becoming obvious to us then, that the process of recognition and collection was both long and 

slow. In it there was a mysterious mingling of the human and divine. List as many elements as you 

can in each category. 

The Human The Divine 
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13.3 The Formation 

Both human and divine elements combine in the formation of the New Testament canon. It was 

completed, of course, when the last of the inspired books was written. They were immediately 

authoritative by virtue of their inspiration. During the early centuries of the Church Age, however, 

the gradual recognition of these authoritative books can be traced. This recognition and collection 

developed in three major stages.4 

13.3.1 THE EARLY STAGE A.D. 70-170: The Period of Circulation and Collection 

13.3.1.1 THE GOSPELS AND ACTS 

The collection of Matthew, Mark, Luke and Acts was almost certainly completed before A.D. 80. 

John’s Gospel probably was written later than this date, and by A.D. 150 the fourfold Gospel canon 

was known. 

Clement, bishop of Rome about A.D. 95, gives clear testimony to Matthew and Luke. The facts 

and teachings of Christ found in the Gospels occur extensively in the writings of Ignatius, bishop 

of Antioch (A.D. 117). Tatian’s Diatessaron (about A.D. 170) was a harmony of the four Gospels 

that wove the materials into one continuous narrative. This is irrefutable testimony that these four 

Gospels had been recognized as authoritative over many other gospels, and therefore were 

collected early. 

 

13.3.1.2 THE EPISTLES OF PAUL 

Very early Paul’s epistles were collected, accepted as authoritative and placed alongside the Old 

Testament. 

Perhaps such a collection existed by A.D. 70. 2 Peter 3:15, 16 testifies to such a collection and its 

recognition: 

 

And regard the patience of our Lord to be salvation; just as also our beloved brother Paul, 

according to the wisdom given him, wrote to you, as also in all his letters, speaking in them 

of those things, in which are some things hard to understand, which the untaught and 

unstable distort, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures, to their own destruction. 

The heretic Marcion (about A.D. 150) accepted as his canon only ten epistles of Paul and Luke’s 

Gospel. It has been argued that the canon must already have been fairly well defined for Marcion 

to react so strongly against it. 
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13.3.1.3 OTHER WRITINGS 

By A.D. 170, all other New Testament books were noticed in the writings of the church fathers 

except 2 Peter. Only 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John seemed to be without a substantial footing in the 

canon. Only one extra-canonical book (Apocalypse of Peter) ran the risk of being accepted. 

Therefore by A.D. 170 the books of the New Testament were widely circulated individually. 

Almost all of them were recognized as authoritative, primarily because of the apostolicity. They 

were even now being gathered in collections of authoritative books. 

 

13.3.2 THE INTERMEDIATE STAGE A.D. 170-303: The Period of Conformation and 

Separation  

The intermediate stage covers the period of time from Tatian’s Diatessaron to Diocletian’s 

persecution and includes the testimony of Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen and others. 

 

These writers confirmed the expressed views of the early writers. They acknowledged the authority 

of the apostolic writings. They substantially agreed on which books were to be recognized as 

authoritative. The books that were not received were not rejected, but simply were little known or 

not known to them at all (e.g., 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude, Hebrews, James). It is during this period 

that the Apocrypha books virtually passed out of use. The separation between canonical books and 

ecclesiastical literature made in the early stage was becoming more distinct and settled in this 

stage. 

13.3.3 THE FINAL STAGE A.D. 303-397: The Period of Final Ratification 

It was in this period that the New Testament canon was formally settled. In A.D. 363 the Council 

of Laodicea requested that only canonical books of the Old and New Testament be read in the 

churches. They proceeded to enumerate these books, and listed all the books of our New Testament 

except Revelation. 

In A.D. 367 Athanasius of Alexandria published a list of writings that were considered 

authoritative. Here is the first list, which included the exact thirty-nine books of the Old Testament 

and the twenty-seven books of the New Testament. 

Jerome (A.D. 385) recognized the same New Testament collection in his translation of the Latin 

Vulgate. 
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The Council at Hippo in A.D. 393 and the Council at Carthage in A.D. 397 “officially 

acknowledged the canons of both Testaments, including the twenty-seven books, and forbade any 

others to be read in the churches.”5 
 

The decisions of these councils did not make the books authoritative. Rather they expressed the 

prevailing view of Christians, who were being guided by internal testimony of the Holy Spirit. The 

councils simply acknowledged the divine authority of these writings. It was not the church that 

shaped the canon, rather it was the canon (and the inspiring Spirit) that shaped the church. 

Project Number 3 

From the above survey of the formation of the New Testament canon, complete the following 

chart.6 
 

STAGE 1 STAGE 2 STAGE 3 

Date 

   

Period of 

   

Summary of its 

characteristics 

   

The preceding chart will help to summarize the details of the previous few pages. It bears testimony 

to the slow but certain recognition by the church of those writings inspired by God. 

With this background we are ready to entertain the important question of the extent of canon, raised 

by my two Mormon visitors. This is not a new question. It was a problem among Christians in the 

early church. It divided believers in the Reformation Age. It has reared its troublesome head once 

again in our age. Is the Bible a complete or incomplete revelation? Is the canon closed or open? 

Could God give us another book that merits equal status with the sixty-six of our Bible? To be 

sure, the question of the extent of the canon is a difficult problem to handle—but handle it we 

must. 
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13.4 The Problem 

What is the extent of the canon? This is our problem. It will perhaps be most useful to segment 

our subject into three time periods: the early centuries, the Reformation period and the present 

day. 

13.4.1 In the Early Centuries 

The abundance of literature in the apostolic and post-apostolic ages was, in a sense, a mixed 

blessing. To many hundreds of believers it was the source of great blessing. As well, however, it 

created many problems. Which books were inspired, authentic, apostolic and authoritative? Which 

were not? The profusion of literature may be sorted into four classifications: 

13.4.1.1 THE UNDISPUTED BOOKS 

Twenty of the New Testament books were widely accepted within a century by all Christians. 

There was no dispute over their canonicity 

13.4.1.2 THE DISPUTED BOOKS 

During the early and intermediate stages, seven books were disputed. Revelation was highly 

esteemed in the churches in Asia between A.D. 100 and 180. After A.D. 200 its canonicity was 

disputed for two main reasons. In this period there “was an increasing departure from the 

premillennial expectations of the Early Church.”7 As this was taught most specifically in 

Revelation, it raised questions about the book. The denial of the book by some was prompted by 

their denial of its apostolic authorship, and it was attributed to Cerinthus or another John. This 

charge was not made until 100 years after its writing, and was raised by the anti-millennarians to 

discredit the millennial teaching of Revelation. 

 

The book of 2 Peter has little testimony to its apostolic origin in the early centuries. However the 

internal evidence clearly indicates Petrine authorship (2 Pet. 1:1; 1:14; 1:17; 3:1). It is not 

immediately clear why it was neglected by the early church. 

 

Although the external evidence for 2 and 3 John is scanty, yet there is sufficient to indicate a 

definite tradition that acknowledged its apostolicity. Its relative insignificance accounts for its 

limited circulation and later recognition. 

 

The uncertainty as to the acceptance of James and Jude seems to have resulted from the identity 

of the authors. Who were James and Jude? There were two or three men with the name James and 



263 
 

also with the name Jude. The Roman Catholic church has concluded these men are the James and 

Jude listed among the twelve apostles (Luke 6:16; and Acts 1:13). The normal Protestant view is 

that these were the half-brothers of our Lord (Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3), who later came to be 

believers and were considered among the apostles. (James—1 Corinthians 15:7; Galatians 1:19. 

Tertullian speaks of Jude the Apostle.) Gradually the apostolicity of the books gained recognition 

for them. 

 

Hebrews was open to much discussion, due again to the problem of authorship. The Pauline 

authorship that was accepted in the East by Origen and Clement, was held in doubt in the West. 

Irenaeus denied Pauline authorship. Tertullian said it was written by Barnabas. “Who wrote the 

epistle, in truth, God knows,” wrote Origen. However, in the course of time it was accepted, 

perhaps on the same basis as Luke and Mark—that is, an authorship that was directly linked with 

an apostle, making the actual author something of a secondary author. 

 

13.4.1.3 THE NEW TESTAMENT APOCRYPHA 

These writings come from the second to fifth centuries A.D., and were written either to satisfy 

curiosity about the thirty silent years of Christ and the ministry of disciples quietly passed over in 

the canonical Acts, or to foist heretical ideas upon the church with the alleged endorsement of 

Christ and His apostles. These were not apostolic in origin, were never considered as canonical 

by the church fathers, and are often worthless, heretical and very fanciful with an excess of the 

miraculous. 

 

Although the details of these books will be largely unfamiliar to most of us, their names we have 

heard often. They may be classified according to the very four categories found in our New 

Testament.8 

 

• Gospels: The Protevangelium of James, Pseudo-Matthew, The Gospel of Thomas, The 

Gospel according to the Hebrews, the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of Nicodemus, The 

Acts of Pilate. Origen said, “The church receives only four gospels, heretics have many.” 

• Acts: The Acts of Peter, The Acts of Paul, The Acts of John, The Acts of Andrew, The 

Acts of Thomas. 

• Epistles: The Epistle of the Apostles, The Epistle to the Laodiceans, The Corinthian 

Correspondence of Paul, Letters of Christ and Abgar, The Correspondence of Paul and 

Seneca. 

• Apocalypse: The Apocalypse of Peter, The Apocalypse of Paul. 
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13.4.1.4 THE WRITINGS OF THE POST-APOSTOLIC AGE 

From the church fathers of the second, third and fourth centuries came scores of writings that were 

quickly and widely circulated. Although these do not claim to be Scripture, they are invaluable for 

their testimony to the authority of the writings of the apostles, and the recognition of the canonical 

books. They are known as ecclesiastical writings, but were not apostolic in origin. For this reason 

these writings were excluded from public worship, but were read for personal edification. 

Do you recognize the names of any of these? The Epistle of Clement to Corinth, The Epistle of 

Barnabas, Polycarp s Epistle to the Philippians, The Didache and The Shepherd of Hermas are but 

a few of them. 

From these four classes of literature the early church, under the providence of God and through 

the witness of the Spirit, recognized and collected twenty-seven books that met all the tests of 

inspiration. This is our New Testament. The battle, however, was far from over. The controversy 

of the canon was to reappear in the tumultuous sixteenth century. 

13.4.2 In the Reformation Period 

The attitude of the Reformers toward the extent of the canon reflects the areas of uncertainty in 

the early church. 

Luther rejected Hebrews, James, Jude and Revelation as being fully canonical, and therefore he 

placed them at the end of his New Testament. He believed Hebrews contradicted Paul and his 

doctrine of repentance, James contradicted Romans, Jude was a copy of 2 Peter and “an 

unnecessary epistle to be reckoned among the chief books,” and Revelation did not proclaim 

Christ. His followers, however, recognized all twenty-seven books as authoritative. Today we can 

see the weaknesses of Luther’s criticisms. 

Tyndale, in England, followed Luther in recognizing the disputed character of some of the books. 

However, all twenty-seven are included in his Bible. 

Calvin omitted 2 and 3 John and Revelation from his commentary, but referred to them in 

his Institutes. He certainly accepted James and Jude, but doubted the authenticity of 2 Peter. 

It is apparent then, that the reformers did not ever consider the addition of any books to the canon 

of the New Testament. They did doubt some of the books disputed in the early church. However, 

their reasons for doing so can generally be explained away today as inadequate bases for rejecting 

the books. 
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On April 8, 1546, at the Council of Trent, the Roman church accepted eleven of the fourteen Old 

Testament Apocrypha books into its canon as “deuterocanonical.” Although they were considered 

to be on a secondary level, they were accepted as authoritative. In the previous chapter I have noted 

several reasons for rejecting this position. 

13.4.3 In the Present Day 

Karl Barth’s view on the canon is the traditional view, which states the church cannot form it, only 

confirm and establish it. According to him, the extent of the canon stands firmly at the line drawn 

by the early church. 

Liberalism proposes what amounts to an “open canon” with continuous revelation. They teach us 

that God speaks to us now through social reforms and political movements. Radical liberalism says 

the Bible is not the only source of truth. Anyone can write Holy Scripture today, they say. 

The Church of the Latter Day Saints proposes an addition to the canon—the Book of Mormon. 

Brigham Young said of the book, “Every Spirit that confesseth that Joseph (Smith) is a prophet, 

and that the Book of Mormon is true, is of God, and every Spirit that does not is antichrist.”9 

 

The founder of Christian Science, Mary Baker Eddy, wrote in 1901, “I should blush to write 

of Science and Health with the Key to the Scriptures, as I have, were it of human origin, and I apart 

from God, its author; but as I was only a scribe echoing the harmonies of heaven in Divine 

Metaphysics, I cannot be super-modest of the Christian Science textbook.”10 

 

Evangelicals have solidly resisted any and all modern assaults on the canon of Scripture. We 

confidently affirm that the canon is complete and closed. But is such a position intellectually 

honest? Can such a stance be supported? That was my task as I turned to answer the Mormon 

missionaries. 

13.5 The Case Closed 

Three lines of evidence have been marshalled and presented in defense of the evangelical 

perspective on the canon. 

13.5.1 THE TESTIMONY OF DIVINE PROVIDENCE 

Canonicity is inseparably tied to the providence of God. If God intended to reveal Himself, we can 

expect not only God’s superintending work in the writing of Scripture, but also in the preservation, 
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collection and recognition of those inspired books. It is inconceivable that the God who “works all 

things after the counsel of His will” (Eph. 1:11) and whose hand cannot be thwarted (Dan. 4:35), 

should allow one inspired book to escape the recognition of the church and be overlooked in the 

collection of the books. His continuous activity in all the affairs of humankind toward the fulfilling 

of His own purpose guarantees to the believer a complete canon. 

 

But is it closed? Could there not be inspired writings subsequent to the Apostolic Age? Consider 

our next line of evidence. 

13.5.2 THE TESTIMONY OF SCRIPTURE 

The evidence surely seems to imply a closed canon. 

Beloved, while I was making every effort to write you about our common salvation, I felt 

the necessity to write to you appealing that you contend earnestly for the faith which was 

once for all delivered to the saints. (Jude 3) 

The “faith” is the body of Christian truth that was delivered to the saints by our Lord through the 

apostles. Note that Jude says it was “once for all” delivered. That is, it was completely given to 

the saints. What the Lord gave to the saints through the apostles was not the faith in part. It was 

not the beginning of a revelation with more to come in subsequent generations. It was “once for 

all” delivered. 

Although Jude was not the last inspired book to be written, this does suggest that anything written 

later should harmonize doctrinally with what has already been written and taught by the apostles. 

We do not look for new or further revelations of truth. 

David Hubbard speaks to this point when he writes, “Revelation in the biblical sense has ceased, 

not by petering out at the end of the apostolic period, but by coming to its glorious climax in Christ 

and the records of His deeds.”11 
 

One of the primary purposes of Scripture is to unfold and record the great plan of redemption. The 

close tie then between Scripture and redemption strongly implies that the canon is closed with the 

culmination of redemptive history in Christ. 

Project Number 4 

What does Revelation 22:18, 19 contribute to a discussion on the extent of the canon? 
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13.5.3 THE TESTIMONY OF HISTORY 

A historic test of canonicity has been apostolicity. This was a test set by those closest to the scene. 

The passing of the apostles implies the termination of inspired writings. 

Since New Testament days there has been no serious attempt to reinstate books disqualified by the 

church, nor to add new books to the canon. Josephus speaks for the Jewish community and their 

attitude to the many other writings, circulating from the fifth century B.C., to the end of the first 

century A.D. 

From Artaxerxes (the successor of Xerxes) until our time everything has been recorded, but has 

not been deemed worthy of like credit with what preceded, because the exact succession of the 

prophets ceased. But what faith we have placed in our own writings is evident by our conduct; for 

though so long a time has now passed, no one has dared to add anything to them, or to take anything 

from them, or to alter anything in them.12 

 

The 1546 decision of the Council of Trent represented the opinion of a very small segment of 

people. It certainly did not represent the opinion of the believers at large. Again the attempts of 

Christian Science and Mormonism to add new writings to the canon does not have the support of 

evangelical born-again believers who are being led by the Spirit (Rom. 8:14). 

 

Project Number 5 

What would be your response if archaeologists unearthed a genuine lost epistle written by Paul 

that was addressed, for example, to the Christians in Crete? 

What further revelation do we need? The Scriptures have proven themselves sufficient for the 

doctrine and practice of Christians for centuries. 

More than being adequate, they have demonstrated their supernatural quality over and over again. 

The influence of this Book is unparalleled. One of countless hundreds that could be told is an old 

story from Scotland. Thrilling and challenging stories are told of the children of the Scottish 

Covenanters who stood courageously for the right, even when it meant possible death. A number 

of children were taken and commanded to tell where their parents were hiding or to be shot to 

death. In spite of the soldiers’ horrible threats, not one child would tell where they were. “If you 

do not tell me quickly you will be shot,” said the commanding officer of a firing squad. The brave 

children only huddled closer together and kept silent. “Make them all kneel and cover their faces,” 

commanded the officer. “Please, sir, may I hold my brother’s hand?” pleaded one little lassie. “It 
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will make it easier for him.” Others prayed. “Please, sir,” said a little lad, “let us sing a song which 

our mothers taught us!” They began to sing, “The Lord is my shepherd, I’ll not want!” Tears ran 

down the faces of some of the soldiers. The commanding officer himself was deeply touched. He 

too had learned that Psalm at his mother’s knee. While the children were singing, the officer gave 

the command to retreat. Silently they withdrew. Their guns had been loaded only with powder, but 

the children didn’t know that. 

This Book is the living Word of God! 

My interview that afternoon ended abruptly. After offering my three lines of evidence for a closed 

and complete canon, the younger of the two leaned forward with a deeply earnest look on his face. 

Briefly he told me of his concern. He had a message for me that he felt compelled to deliver and 

in a sentence or two summed up the “good news” of Joseph Smith. 

I courteously thanked him for his interest in me, silently wondering what was so good about his 

news. Then I took the last minute of our time together to restate the good news of Jesus Christ: 

“But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for 

us.” (Rom. 5:8) 

That’s good news! 

13.6 Review 

Now is the time to turn back to the ten questions that prepared the way for this chapter. Reread 

them. Can you answer each question now? Take time to look up any answers that escaped you. 

Check your answers with the text of this chapter. Do not leave here until you have mastered the 

main points of the chapter. 

FOR FURTHER STUDY 

1. Read the synopsis of many of the New Testament Apocrypha books in the Introduction to the New 

Testament, by Everitt F. Harrison, p. 117 ff. In what specific ways are these accounts of the life of 

Christ in contrast with the New Testament Gospels? 

2. Study carefully the history, claims and content of the Book of Mormon. In what specific areas do its 

teachings contradict the teachings of the Bible? 
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(https://bible.org/seriespage/part-vb-canonization-chapter-seven-tantalizing-question ) 

13.9 Canonization of the NT—A Complementary Perspective 

13.9.1 Introduction 

The fact of the inspiration of the Bible as God’s special revelation to man naturally leads to the 

question (since many other religious books were written during both the Old and New Testament 

periods) what particular books are canonical, that is, what books are inspired and should be 

recognized as a part of God’s authoritative revelation? Are any inspired books missing? Are any 

books included that should not be in our Bible? Is our Old Testament Bible the same as the 

Lord’s and is our New Testament the same as the Bible of the church fathers? These are 

obviously vital questions for the people of God to determine. 

13.9.2 Meaning of “Canon” or “Canonicity” 

The word canon is used to describe those books recognized as inspired of God. The word comes 

from the Greek kanwn and most likely from the Hebrew qaneh and Akkadian, qanu. Literally, it 

means (a) a straight rod or bar; (b) a measuring rule as a ruler used by masons and carpenters; 

then (c) a rule or standard for testing straightness. Historically, the word was first used by the 

church of those doctrines that were accepted as the rule of faith and practice. The term came to 

be applied to the decisions of the Councils as rules by which to live. All these employ the word 

in the metaphorical sense of a rule, norm, or standard. 

 

In the course of time, the terms canon and canonical came to be applied to the catalogue or list 

of sacred books distinguished and honored as belonging to God’s inspired Word. “Greek 

Christians by the fourth century A.D. had given the word a quasi-technical religious meaning, 

applying it to the Bible, especially to the Jewish books.”60 

… It is important to note that religious councils at no time had any power to cause books to be 

inspired, rather they simply recognized that which God had inspired at the exact moment the 

books were written. 

Jews and conservative Christians alike have recognized the thirty-nine books of the Old 

Testament as inspired. Evangelical Protestants have recognized the twenty-seven books of the 
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New Testament as inspired. Roman Catholics have a total of eighty books because they 

recognize the Apocrypha as semicanonical. 61 

13.9.3 The Logical Necessity for a Canon of Scripture and Its Preservation 

That God would provide and preserve a Canon of Scripture without addition or deletion is not 

only necessary, but it is logically credible. If we believe that God exists as an almighty God, then 

revelation and inspiration are clearly possible. If we believe in such a God, it is also probable 

that He would, out of love and for His own purposes and designs, reveal Himself to men. 

Because of man’s obvious condition in sin and his obvious inability to meet his spiritual needs 

(regardless of all his learning and technological advances), special revelation revealed in a God-

breathed book is not only possible, logical, and probable, but a necessity. 

The evidence shows that the Bible is unique and that God is its author. The evidence declares 

that “all Scripture is God breathed and profitable …” (2 Tim. 3:16) and that “no prophecy of 

Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, for no prophecy was ever made by an act of 

human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Pet. 1:20-21). In view of this, 

the logical question is: “Would it not be unreasonable for God to fail to providentially care for 

these inspired documents to preserve them from destruction and so guide in their collection and 

arrangement that they would all be present with none missing and none added that were not 

inspired?”62 

13.9.4 Important Considerations 

There are a number of important considerations that must be kept in mind when considering the 

issue of canonicity or how the books of the Bible came to be recognized and held to be a part of 

the Bible. Ryrie summarizes these issues as follows: 

1. Self-authentication. It is essential to remember that the Bible is self-authenticating since its 

books were breathed out by God (2 Tim. 3:16). In other words, the books were canonical the 

moment they were written. It was not necessary to wait until various councils could examine the 

books to determine if they were acceptable or not. Their canonicity was inherent within them, 

since they came from God. People and councils only recognized and acknowledged what is true 

because of the intrinsic inspiration of the books as they were written. No Bible book became 

canonical by action of some church council. 
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2. Decisions of authorities. Nevertheless, churchmen and councils did have to consider which 

books should be recognized as part of the canon, for there were some candidates that were not 

inspired. Some decisions and choices had to be made, and God guided groups of people to make 

correct choices (not without guidelines) and to collect the various writings into the canons of the 

Old and New Testaments. 

 

3. Debates over canonicity. In the process of deciding and collecting, it would not be unexpected 

that some disputes would arise about some of the books. And such was the case. However, these 

debates in no way weaken the authenticity of the truly canonical books, nor do they give status to 

those which were not inspired by God. 

 

4. Completion of canon. Since A.D. 397 the Christian church has considered the canon of the 

Bible to be complete; if it is complete, then it must be closed. Therefore, we cannot expect any 

more books to be discovered or written that would open the canon again and add to its sixty-six 

books. Even if a letter of Paul were discovered, it would not be canonical. After all, Paul must 

have written many letters during his lifetime in addition to the ones that are in the New 

Testament; yet the church did not include them in the canon. Not everything an apostle wrote 

was inspired, for it was not the writer who was inspired but his writings, and not necessarily all 

of them. 

The more recent books of the cults which are placed alongside the Bible are not inspired and 

have no claim to be part of the canon of Scripture. Certainly so-called prophetic utterances or 

visions that some claim to be from God today cannot be inspired and considered as part of God’s 

revelation or as having any kind of authority like that of the canonical books.63 

3.9.5 Canonicity of the New Testament 

3.9.5.1 FACTORS LEADING TO THE RECOGNITION OF THE NEW TESTAMENT CANON 

What were the factors that led to the recognition of a New Testament canon as we have it today? 

For almost twenty years after the ascension of Christ none of the books of the New Testament 

were even written and about sixty-five years elapsed before the last New Testament book was 

written. James was undoubtedly the first, being written between 45-50 A.D., and Revelation was 

most surely the last, being written about 90 A.D. But several things began to happen that 

promoted the formation of the New Testament canon. Enns summarizes these: 

(1) Spurious writings as well as attacks on genuine writings were a factor. Marcion, for example, 

rejected the Old Testament and New Testament writings apart from the Pauline letters (he altered 
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Luke’s gospel to suit his doctrine). (2) The content of the New Testament writings testified to 

their authenticity and they naturally were collected, being recognized as canonical. (3) Apostolic 

writings were used in public worship, hence, it was necessary to determine which of those 

writings were canonical. (4) Ultimately, the edict by Emperor Diocletian in A.D. 303, demanding 

that all sacred books be burned, resulted in the New Testament collection.69 

 

3.9.5.2 THE PROCESS OF RECOGNITION OF THE NEW TESTAMENT CANON 

(1) In the Apostolic Era. Since the books were inspired when they were written, they were 

already canonical and possessed authority as being a part of God’s Word. The responsibility of 

the church was simply to attest to the fact of their inspiration. This process began immediately 

with the writers recognizing that their own writings were the Word of God (Col. 4:16; 1 Thess. 

4:15). But they also recognized that other writings of the New Testament were Scripture and on a 

par with the Old Testament. In 1 Timothy 5:18 Paul quoted Deuteronomy 25:4 and Luke 

10:7 and referred to both passages as Scripture. Peter likewise attested to Paul’s writings as 

Scripture in 2 Peter 3:15-16. Furthermore, the New Testament epistles were being read and 

circulated among the churches as authoritative revelation from God (cf. Col. 4:16; 1 Thess. 

5:27). 

(2) In the Post-Apostolic Era. 

Clement of Rome (c. A.D. 95) mentioned at least eight New Testament books in a letter; Ignatius 

of Antioch (c. A.D. 115) also acknowledged about seven books; Polycarp, a disciple of John, (c. 

A.D. 108), acknowledged fifteen letters. That is not to say these men did not recognize more 

letters as canonical, but these are ones they mentioned in their correspondence. Later Irenaeus 

wrote (c. A.D. 185), acknowledging twenty-one books. Hippolytus (A.D. 170-235) recognized 

twenty-two books. The problematic books at this time were Hebrews, James, 2 Peter, and 2 and 3 

John. 

Even more important was the witness of the Muratorian Canon (A.D. 170), which was a 

compilation of books recognized as canonical at that early date by the church. The Muratorian 

Canon included all the New Testament books except Hebrews, James, and one epistle of John. 

In the fourth century there was also prominent recognition of a New Testament canon. When 

Athanasius wrote in A.D. 367 he cited the twenty-seven books of the New Testament as being 

the only true books. In A.D. 363 the Council of Laodicea stated that only the Old Testament and 

the twenty-seven books of the New Testament were to be read in the churches. The Council of 

Hippo (A.D. 393) recognized the twenty-seven books, and the Council of Carthage (A.D. 397) 

affirmed that only those canonical books were to be read in the churches.70 
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Ryrie has an important note in connection with Martin Luther’s opinion of the epistle of James. 

Sometimes it is claimed that Martin Luther rejected the Book of James as being canonical. This 

is not so. Here’s what he wrote in his preface to the New Testament in which he ascribes to the 

several books of the New Testament different degrees of doctrinal value. “St. John’s Gospel and 

his first Epistle, St. Paul’s Epistles, especially those to the Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, and St. 

Peter’s Epistle—these are the books which show to thee Christ, and teach everything that is 

necessary and blessed for thee to know, even if you were never to see or hear any other book of 

doctrine. Therefore, St. James’ Epistle is a perfect straw-epistle compared with them, for it has in 

it nothing of an evangelic kind.” Thus Luther was comparing (in his opinion) doctrinal value, not 

canonical validity.71 

 

3.9.5.3 THE TESTS FOR CANONICITY 

The question naturally arises, what process and by what means did the early church recognize 

which books were canonical and which books were not? The following summarizes the tests 

used to discern which books were canonical. 

(1) Authentication on the divine side—Inspiration. Did the book give internal evidence of 

inspiration, of being God breathed? Was it of proper spiritual character? Did it edify the church? 

Was it doctrinally accurate? “The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha were rejected as a result of not 

meeting this test. The book should bear evidence of high moral and spiritual values that would 

reflect a work of the Holy Spirit.”72 

 

(2) Authentication on the human side. Three issues were important here: (a) Was the author an 

apostle or did he have the endorsement of an apostle? Mark wrote the gospel of Mark, but he did 

so under Peter’s endorsement. Luke, as a close associate of the Apostle Paul, wrote under the 

endorsement of his authority. (b) Universal acceptance was another key factor. On the whole, 

was the book accepted by the church at large? The recognition given a particular book by the 

church was important. By this standard, a number of books were rejected. There were some 

books that enjoyed an acceptance by a few, but were later dropped for a lack of universal 

acceptance. Then there were a few books that some questioned because of doubts about the 

author, not the content, but were later accepted because the majority accepted them.73 

 

3.9.5.4 THE RELIABILITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 

Just how reliable are the New Testament documents? 
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There are now more than 5,300 known Greek manuscripts of the New Testament. Add over 

10,000 Latin Vulgate and at least 9,300 other early versions (MSS) and we have more than 

24,000 manuscript copies of portions of the New Testament. This means that no other document 

of antiquity even begins to approach such numbers and attestation. In comparison, the Iliad by 

Homer is second with only 643 manuscripts that still survive. The first complete preserved text 

of Homer dates from the 13th century.74 

This contrast is startling and tremendously significant. 

Perhaps we can appreciate how wealthy the New Testament is in manuscript attestation if we 

compare the textual material for other ancient historical works. For Caesar’s Gallic War 

(composed between 58 and 50 B.C) there are several extant MSS, but only nine or ten are good, 

and the oldest is some 900 years later than Caesar’s day. Of the 142 books of the Roman history 

of Livy (59 B.C-A.D 17), only 35 survive; these are known to us from not more than twenty 

MSS of any consequence, only one of which, and that containing fragments of Books III-VI, is 

as old as the fourth century. Of the fourteen books of Histories of Tacitus (c. A.D. 100) only four 

and a half survive; of the sixteen books of his Annals, ten survive in full and two in part. The text 

of these extant portions of his two great historical works depends entirely on two MSS, one of 

the ninth century and one of the eleventh.… The History of Thucydides (c. 460-400 B.C.) is 

known to us from eight MSS, the earliest belonging to about the beginning of the Christian era. 

The same is true of the History of Herodotus (c. 480-425 B.C.). Yet no classical scholar would 

listen to an argument that the authenticity of Herodotus or Thucydides is in doubt because the 

earliest MSS of their works which are of any use are over 1,300 years later than the originals.75 

The fact of the many documents plus the fact that many of the New Testament documents are 

very early (hundreds of parchment copies from the 4th and 5th centuries with some seventy-five 

papyri fragments dating from A.D. 135 to the 8th century) assures us we have a very accurate 

and reliable text in the New Testament. 
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3.9.5.5 Three Stages of the NT Canonization Process. 
 

For convenience of arrangement and definiteness of impression the whole process may be 

marked off in three stages: (1) that from the time of the apostles until about 170 AD; (2) that 

of the closing years of the 2nd century and the opening of the 3rd (170-220 AD); (3) that of 

the 3rd and 4th centuries. In the first we seek for the evidences of the growth in 

appreciation of the peculiar value of the New Testament writings; in the second we discover 

the clear, full recognition of a large part of these writings as sacred and authoritative; in the 

third the acceptance of the complete canon in the East and in the West. 

A. From the Apostles to 170 AD 

(1) Clement of Rome; Ignatius; Polycarp: 

The first period extending to 170 AD.—It does not lie within the scope of this article to 

recount the origin of the several books of the New Testament. This belongs properly to New 
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Testament Introduction (which see). By the end of the 1st century all of the books of the 

New Testament were in existence. They were, as treasures of given churches, widely 

separated and honored as containing the word of Jesus or the teaching of the apostles. From 

the very first the authority of Jesus had full recognition in all the Christian world. The whole 

work of the apostles was in interpreting Him to the growing church. His sayings and His life 

were in part for the illumination of the Old Testament; wholly for the understanding of life 

and its issues. In every assembly of Christians from the earliest days He was taught as well 

as the Old Testament. In each church to which an epistle was written that epistle was 

likewise read. Paul asked that his letters be read in this way (1 Thess 5:27; Col 4:16).  

 

In this attentive listening to the exposition of some event in the life of Jesus or to the 

reading of the epistle of an apostle began the “authorization” of the traditions concerning 

Jesus and the apostolic writings. The widening of the area of the church and the departure 

of the apostles from earth emphasized increasingly the value of that which the writers of the 

New Testament left behind them. Quite early the desire to have the benefit of all possible 

instruction led to the interchange of Christian writings. Polycarp (110 AD ?) writes to the 

Philippians, “I have received letters from you and from Ignatius. You recommend me to 

send on yours to Syria; I shall do so either personally or by some other means. In return I 

send you the letter of Ignatius as well as others which I have in my hands and for which you 

made request. I add them to the present one; they will serve to edify your faith and 

perseverance” (Epistle to Phil, XIII). This is an illustration of what must have happened 

toward furthering a knowledge of the writings of the apostles. Just when and to what extent 

“collections” of our New Testament books began to be made it is impossible to say, but it is 

fair to infer that a collection of the Pauline epistles existed at the time Polycarp wrote to the 

Phil and when Ignatius wrote his seven letters to the churches of Asia Minor, i.e. about 115 

AD. There is good reason to think also that the four Gospels were brought together in some 

places as early as this. A clear distinction, however, is to be kept in mind between 

“collections” and such recognition as we imply in the word “canonical.”  

 

The gathering of books was one of the steps preliminary to this. Examination of the 

testimony to the New Testament in this early time indicates also that it is given with no 

intention of framing the canonicity of New Testament books. In numerous instances only 

“echoes” of the thought of the epistles appear; again quotations are incomplete; both 

showing that Scripture words are used as the natural expression of Christian thought. In the 

same way the Apostolic Fathers refer to the teachings and deeds of Jesus. They witness “to 
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the substance and not to the authenticity of the Gospels.” That this all may be more evident 

let us note in more detail the witness of the subapostolic age. 
 

Clement of Rome, in 95 AD, wrote a letter in the name of the Christians of Rome to those in 

Corinth. In this letter he uses material found in Mt, Lk, giving it a free rendering (see 

chapters 46 and 13); he has been much influenced by the Epistle to the Hebrews (see 

chapters 9, 10, 17, 19, 36). He knows Romans, Corinthians, and there are found echoes of 1 

Timothy, Titus, 1 Peter and Ephesians. 

The Epistles of Ignatius (115 AD) have correspondences with our gospels in several places 

(Eph 5; Rom 6; 7) and incorporate language from nearly all of the Pauline epistles. The 

Epistle to Polycarp makes large use of Phil, and besides this cites nine of the other Pauline 

epistles. Ignatius quotes from Matthew, apparently from memory; also from 1 Peter and 1 

John. In regard to all these three writers—Clement, Polycarp, Ignatius—it is not enough to 

say that they bring us reminiscences or quotations from this or that book. Their thought is 

tinctured all through with New Testament truth. As we move a little farther down the years 

we come to “The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles” (circa 120 AD in its present form; see 

DIDACHE); the Epistle of Barnabas (circa 130 AD) and the Shepherd of Hermas (circa 130 

AD). These exhibit the same phenomena as appear in the writings of Clement, Ignatius and 

Polycarp as far as references to the New Testament are concerned. Some books are quoted, 

and the thought of the three writings echoes again and again the teachings of the New 

Testament. They bear distinct witness to the value of “the gospel” and the doctrine of the 

apostles, so much so as to place these clearly above their own words. It is in the Epistle of 

Barnabas that we first come upon the phrase “it is written,” referring to a New Testament 

book (Matthew) (see Epis., iv.14). In this deepening sense of value was enfolded the feeling 

of authoritativeness, which slowly was to find expression. It is well to add that what we have 

so far discovered was true in widely separated parts of the Christian world as e.g. Rome and 

Asia Minor. 
 

(2) Forces Increasing Value of Writings 

(a) Apologists, Justin Martyr: 

The literature of the period we are examining was not, however, wholly of the kind of which 

we have been speaking. Two forces were calling out other expressions of the singular value 

of the writings of the apostles, whether gospels or epistles. These were (a) the attention of 

the civil government in view of the rapid growth of the Christian church and (b) heresy. The 
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first brought to the defense or commendation of Christianity the Apologists, among whom 

were Justin Martyr, Aristides, Melito of Sardis and Theophilus of Antioch. By far the most 

important of these was Justin Martyr, and his work may be taken as representative. He was 

born about 100 AD at Shechem, and died as a martyr at Rome in 165 AD. His two Apologies 

and the Dialogue with Trypho are the sources for the study of his testimony. He speaks of 

the “Memoirs of the Apostles called Gospels” (Ap., i.66) which were read on Sunday 

interchangeably with the prophets (i.67). Here emerges that equivalence in value of these 

“Gospels” with the Old Testament Scriptures which may really mark the beginning of 

canonization.  

That these Gospels were our four Gospels as we now have them is yet a disputed question; 

but the evidence is weighty that they were. (See Purves, Testimony of Justin Martyr to Early 

Christianity, Lect V.) The fact that Tatian, his pupil, made a harmony of the Gospels, i.e. of 

our four Gospels, also bears upon our interpretation of Justin’s “Memoirs.” (See Hemphill, 

The Diatessaron of Tatian.) The only other New Testament book which Justin mentions is 

the Apocalypse; but he appears to have known the Acts, six epistles of Paul, Hebrew and 1 

John, and echoes of still other epistles are perceptible. When he speaks of the apostles it is 

after this fashion: “By the power of God they proclaimed to every race of men that they were 

sent by Christ to teach to all the Word of God” (Ap., i.39). It is debatable, however, whether 

this refers to more than the actual preaching of the apostles. The beginning of the formation 

of the canon is in the position and authority given to the Gospels. 

(b) Gnostics, Marcion: 

While the Apologists were busy commending or defending Christianity, heresy in the form 

of Gnosticism was also compelling attention to the matter of the writings of the apostles. 

From the beginning Gnostic teachers claimed that Jesus had favored chosen ones of His 

apostles with a body of esoteric truth which had been handed down by secret tradition. This 

the church denied, and in the controversy that went on through years the question of what 

were authoritative writings became more and more pronounced. Basilides e.g., who taught 

in Alexandria during the reign of Hadrian (AD 117-38), had for his secret authority the 

secret tradition of the apostle Matthias and of Glaucias, an alleged interpreter of Peter, but 

he bears witness to Matthew, Luke, John, Romans, 1 Corinthians, Ephesians, and 

Colossians in the effort to recommend his doctrines, and, what is more, gives them the value 

of Scripture in order to support more securely his teachings. (See Philosophoumena of 

Hippolytus, VII, 17). Valentinus, tracing his authority through Theodas to Paul, makes the 
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same general use of New Testament books, and Tertullian tells us that he appeared to use 

the whole New Testament as then known. 

The most noted of the Gnostics was Marcion, a native of Pontus. He went to Rome (circa 

140 AD), there broke with the church and became a dangerous heretic. In support of his 

peculiar views, he formed a canon of his own which consisted of Luke’s Gospel and ten of 

the Pauline epistles. He rejected the Pastoral Epistles, Hebrews, Matthew, Mark, John, the 

Acts, the Catholic epistles and the Apocalypse, and made a recension of both the gospel of 

Luke and the Pauline epistles which he accepted. His importance, for us, however, is in the 

fact that he gives us the first clear evidence of the canonization of the Pauline epistles. Such 

use of the Scriptures inevitably called forth both criticism and a clearer marking off of those 

books which were to be used in the churches opposed to heresy, and so “in the struggle with 

Gnosticism the canon was made.” We are thus brought to the end of the first period in 

which we have marked the collection of New Testament books in greater or smaller 

compass, the increasing valuation of them as depositions of the truth of Jesus and His 

apostles, and finally the movement toward the claim of their authoritativeness as over 

against perverted teaching. No sharp line as to a given year can be drawn between the first 

stage of the process and the second. Forces working in the first go on into the second, but 

results are accomplished in the second which give it its right to separate consideration. 

B. From 170 AD to 220 AD: 

The period from 170 AD to 220 AD.—This is the age of a voluminous theological literature 

busy with the great issues of church canon and creed. It is the period of the great names of 

Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and Tertullian, representing respectively Asia Minor, 

Egypt and North Africa. In passing into it we come into the clear light of Christian history. 

There is no longer any question as to a New Testament canon; the only difference of 

judgment is as to its extent. What has been slowly but surely shaping itself in the 

consciousness of the church now comes to clear expression. 

(1) Irenaeus. 

That expression we may study in Irenaeus as representative of the period. He was born in 

Asia Minor, lived and taught in Rome and became afterward bishop of Lyons. He had, 

therefore, a wide acquaintance with the churches, and was peculiarly competent to speak 

concerning the general judgment of the Christian world. As a pupil of Polycarp, who was a 
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disciple of John, he is connected with the apostles themselves. An earnest defender of the 

truth, he makes the New Testament in great part his authority, and often appeals to it. The 

four Gospels, the Acts, the epistles of Paul, several of the Catholic epistles and the 

Apocalypse are to him Scripture in the fullest sense. They are genuine and authoritative, as 

much so as the Old Testament ever was. He dwells upon the fact that there are four gospels, 

the very number being prefigured in the four winds and the four quarters of the earth. Every 

attempt to increase or diminish the number is heresy. Tertullian takes virtually the same 

position (Adv. Marc., iv. 2), while Clement of Alexandria quotes all four gospels as 

“Scripture.”  

By the end of the 2nd century the canon of the gospels was settled. The same is true also of 

the Pauline epistles. Irenaeus makes more than two hundred citations from Paul, and looks 

upon his epistles as Scripture (Adv. Haer., iii.12, 12). Indeed, at this time it may be said that 

the new canon was known under the designation “The Gospel and the Apostles” in 

contradistinction to the old as “the Law and the Prophets.” The title “New Testament” 

appears to have been first used by an unknown writer against Montanism (circa 193 AD). It 

occurs frequently after this in Origen and later writers. In considering all this testimony two 

facts should have emphasis: (1) its wide extent: Clement and Irenaeus represent parts of 

Christendom which are widely separated; (2) the relation of these men to those who have 

gone before them. Their lives together with those before them spanned nearly the whole 

time from the apostles. They but voiced the judgment which silently, gradually had been 

selecting the “Scripture” which they freely and fully acknowledged and to which they made 

appeal. 

(2) The Muratorian Fragment. 

Just here we come upon the Muratorian Fragment, so called because discovered in 1740 by 
the librarian of Milan, Muratori. It dates from some time near the end of the 2nd century, is 
of vital interest in the study of the history of the canon, since it gives us a list of New 
Testament books and is concerned with the question of the canon itself. The document 
comes from Rome, and Lightfoot assigns it to Hippolytus. Its list contains the Gospels (the 
first line of the fragment is incomplete, beginning with Mark, but Matthew is clearly 
implied), the Acts, the Pauline epistles, the Apocalypse, 1 and 2 John (perhaps by 
implication the third) and Jude. It does not mention Hebrew, 1 and 2 Peter, James. In this 
list we have virtually the real position of the canon at the close of the 2nd century. Complete 
unanimity had not been attained in reference to all the books which are now between the 
covers of our New Testament. Seven books had not yet found a secure place beside the 
gospel and Paul in all parts of the church. The Palestinian and Syrian churches for a long 
time rejected the Apocalypse, while some of the Catholic epistles were in Egypt considered 
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doubtful. The history of the final acceptance of these belongs to the third period. 
 

C. 3rd and 4th Centuries: 

(1) Origen: 

The period included by the 3rd and 4th centuries—It has been said that “the question of the 

canon did not make much progress in the course of the 3rd century” (Reuss, History of the 

Canon of Holy Scripture, 125). We have the testimony of a few notable teachers mostly from 

one center, Alexandria. Their consideration of the question of the disputed book serves just 

here one purpose. By far the most distinguished name of the 3rd century is Origen. He was 

born in Alexandria about 185 AD, and before he was seventeen became an instructor in the 

school for catechumens. In 203 he was appointed bishop, experienced various fortunes, and 

died in 254. His fame rests upon his ability as an exegete, though he worked laboriously and 

successfully in other fields. His testimony is of high value, not simply because of his own 

studies, but also because of his wide knowledge of what was thought in other Christian 

centers in the world of his time. Space permits us only to give in summary form his 

conclusions, especially in regard to the books still in doubt. The Gospels, the Pauline 

epistles, the Acts, he accepts without question. He discusses at some length the authorship 

of He, believes that “God alone knows who wrote it,” and accepts it as Scripture. His 

testimony to the Apocalypse is given in the sentence, “Therefore John the son of Zebedee 

says in the Revelation.” He also gives sure witness to Jude, but wavers in regard to James, 2 

Peter, 2 John, and 3 John. 

(2) Dionysius: 

Another noted name of this century is Dionysius of Alexandria, a pupil of Origen (died 265). 

His most interesting discussion is regarding the Apocalypse, which he attributes to an 

unknown John, but he does not dispute its inspiration. It is a singular fact that the western 

church accepted this book from the first, while its position in the East was variable. 

Conversely the Epistle to the He was more insecure in the West than in the East. In regard 

to the Catholic epistles Dionysius supports James, 2 John, and 3 John, but not 2 Peter or 

Jude. 

(3) Cyprian: 
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In the West the name of Cyprian, bishop of Carthage (248-58 AD), was most influential. He 

was much engaged in controversy, but a man of great personal force. The Apocalypse he 

highly honored, but he was silent about the Epistle to the Hebrews. He refers to only two of 

the Catholic epistles, 1 Peter and 1 John. 

These testimonies confirm what was said above, namely, that the end of the 3rd century 

leaves the question of the full canon about where it was at the beginning. 1 Peter and 1 John 

seem to have been everywhere known and accepted. In the West the five Catholic epistles 

gained recognition more slowly than in the East. 

(4) Eusebius: 

In the early part of the 4th century Eusebius (270-340 AD), bishop of Caesarea before 315, 

sets before us in his Church History (III, chapters iii-xxv) his estimate of the canon in his 

time. He does not of course use the word canon, but he “conducts an historical inquiry into 

the belief and practice of earlier generations.” He lived through the last great persecution in 

the early part of the 4th century, when not only places of worship were razed to the ground, 

but also the sacred Scriptures were in the public market-places consigned to the flames 

(Historia Ecclesiastica, VIII, 2). It was, therefore, no idle question what book a loyal 

Christian must stand for as his Scripture. The question of the canon had an earnest, 

practical significance. Despite some obscurity and apparent contradictions, his classification 

of the New Testament books was as follows: (1) The acknowledged books. His criteria for 

each of these was authenticity and apostolicity and he placed in this list the Gospels, Acts, 

and Paul’s epistles, including He. (2) The disputed books, i.e. those which had obtained only 

partial recognition, to which he assigned Jas, Jude, 2 Pet and 2 Jn. About the Apocalypse 

also he was not sure. In this testimony there is not much advance over that of the 3rd 

century. It is virtually the canon of Origen. All this makes evident the fact that as yet no 

official decision nor uniformity of usage in the church gave a completed canon. The time, 

however, was drawing on when various forces at work were to bring much nearer this 

unanimity and enlarge the list of acknowledged books. In the second half of the 4th century 

repeated efforts were made to put an end to uncertainty. 

(5) Athanasius: 

Athanasius in one of his pastoral letters in connection with the publishing of the 

ecclesiastical calendar gives a list of the books comprising Scripture, and in the New 
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Testament portion are included all the 27 books which we now recognize. “These are the 

wells of salvation,” he writes, “so that he who thirsts may be satisfied with the sayings in 

these. Let no one add to these. Let nothing be taken away.” Gregory of Nazianzen (died 390 

AD) also published a list omitting Revelation, as did Cyril of Jerusalem (died 386), and 

quite at the end of the century (4th) Isidore of Pelusium speaks of the “canon of truth, the 

Divine Scriptures.” For a considerable time the Apocalypse was not accepted in the 

Palestinian or Syrian churches. Athanasius helped toward its acceptance in the church of 

Alexandria. Some differences of opinion, however, continued. The Syrian church did not 

accept all of the Catholic epistles until much later. 

(6) Council of Carthage, Jerome; Augustine: 

The Council of Carthage in 397, in connection with its decree “that aside from the canonical 

Scriptures nothing is to be read in church under the name of Divine Scriptures,” gives a list 

of the books of the New Testament. After this fashion there was an endeavor to secure 

unanimity, while at the same time differences of judgment and practice continued. The 

books which had varied treatment through these early centuries were He, the Apocalypse 

and the five minor Catholic epistles. The advance of Christianity under Constantine had 

much to do with the reception of the whole group of books in the East. The task which the 

emperor gave to Eusebius to prepare “fifty copies of the Divine Scriptures” established a 

standard which in time gave recognition to all doubtful books. In the West, Jerome and 

Augustine were the controlling factors in its settlement of the canon. The publication of the 

Vulgate (Jerome’s Latin Bible, 390-405 A.D.) virtually determined the matter. 

In conclusion let it be noted how much the human element was involved in the whole 

process of forming our New Testament. No one would wish to dispute a providential 

overruling of it all. Also it is well to bear in mind that all the books have not the same clear 

title to their places in the canon as far as the history of their attestation is concerned. Clear 

and full and unanimous, however, has been the judgment from the beginning upon the 

Gospels, the Acts, the Pauline epistles, 1 Peter and 1 John. 

(https://bible.org/question/how-did-we-get-our-bible-who-wrote-it-and-who-decided-what-order-put-it 

) 

13.10  
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14. CONSTRUCTIVE TEXTUAL CRITICISM  

Preparing the Way 
 What is textual criticism? 

 How does lower criticism differ from higher criticism? 

 What are the two main problems of a textual critic? 

 How many original manuscripts of the Bible do we have today? 

 What are the two oldest complete manuscripts? 

 What is a textual variant? 

 There are 150,000 variants in the New Testament. True or false? 

 What doctrines are seriously affected by textual variations? 

 In what sense can we say that we have today the content of the original manuscripts? 

10. What raging controversy in textual criticism today touches every one of us because of the influences in our 

translations? 

 

A Story to Illustrate the Issues: Can I really trust my Bible? I have asked myself that question a 

hundred times. It is very important to me personally. Before I can stake my future on its teachings, 

before I can commit my life to obey it, I have to know, Is it really trustworthy? As a young man 

this question constantly haunted me. Having no answer would leave me in a state of limbo: neutral, 

uncommitted, insecure and frustrated. A negative answer would hurl me into a state of reckless 

despair. A positive answer would give me an anchor, a rudder, a compass and a course. 

I have since discovered that such a dilemma is no unique experience. It is par for the course. Most 

thinking and sensitive Christians sooner or later enter into that valley of decision and wrestle with 

the trustworthiness of their Bible. How they emerge often determines the course of their lives. 



286 
 

This was certainly true of Billy Graham. As a young preacher of the gospel, he fought this very 

same battle. He loves to tell of that moment of triumph when, by God’s great grace, he quietly 

accepted the Bible from God as His Holy Word, to believe it, to preach it and to live it. That step 

of faith set the direction for his life. It turned the tide in his ministry. It has affected the nations of 

the earth. How we have all thrilled to his decisive and dynamic declarations, “The Bible says ... .” 

In the final analysis, of course, every such decision is a step of faith. But faith is not blind. It is not 

irrational. It is always rooted in facts. Now mark this well. As never before, the facts warrant our 

implicit faith in the trustworthiness of our Bibles. Overwhelming evidence comes from the little-

known and often misunderstood work of textual criticism. It is to this field of study that we now 

turn. 

Since, by definition, inspiration extends only to the original manuscripts of our Bible, and since 

none of the original manuscripts are in existence today, how can we rely upon the accuracy of our 

modern Hebrew and Greek Bibles? This, of course, is an important question because the 

translations of our English Bibles are based upon the available Greek and Hebrew Bibles. 

The science of textual criticism answers this question and bridges the gap. 

If you have been in Christian circles long, you have frequently heard of the mysterious and 

mischievous “critics.” They are an oft-maligned company of persons, enemies of the faith, 

opponents of the truth. Although you would be hard pressed to name even one, you have developed 

a hostile prejudice against them. We speak of them with disdain. We hear a silent hiss with any 

reference to these critics in public. The very mention of their names causes us to bristle with 

indignation. You may not be entirely fair. In fact, you may be completely wrong. 

14.1 An Identity Crisis 

Some critics are your best friends. You are deeply indebted to them. They have immeasurably 

enriched your life. They offer invaluable service to you. 

Meet, please, a textual critic. This scholar spends hundreds of lone, long hours poring over ancient 

parchments, dating, translating, classifying and comparing them. By applying certain principles to 

the manuscripts, the critic strives to determine the original inspired writing. How thankful to God 

we must be for these dedicated and godly men and women who have left us with such a heritage. 

To be sure, they are critics. But do not divest them of their identity. He or she is a textual critic 

who is devoted to the science of textual criticism. 
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Textual criticism is simply the work of scholars who carefully study all the available manuscripts 

of Scripture with the aim of determining, as nearly as possible, the original text (or the oldest 

reliable copies). This distinguishes textual criticism from the other major area of criticism: higher 

criticism. Textual criticism, sometimes called lower criticism, is concerned only with the text of 

Scripture itself and is aimed at finding the true text as it came from the author. On the other 

hand, higher criticism is concerned with matters outside the text such as the date of writing, 

integrity, historicity, etc. It is from this breed of critic that the most withering attacks against 

Scripture have come. Negative, liberal, higher criticism is the camp of the enemy. 

 

Project Number 1 

1. Based on you past reading and research in the field of biblical studies, construct your own 

chart of contrasts and comparisons between the two schools of critics. 

Higher Criticism Lower Criticism 

2. Name three prominent critics in each field of criicism. 

Our interest in this chapter is not in the higher critic, but in the lower critic, the textual critic. 

This critic has served us well. And yet the work of textual criticism has not been easy. 

14.2 A Double Distress 

The textual critic in every age has faced two major problems. Initially they appear insurmountable. 

To many Christians, uninitiated into the problems of the text, they at first are very disturbing. 

Opponents of the Scriptures constantly revert to them for ammunition in their assaults on the 

reliability of the Bible. We must know and understand both problems if we ever are to be able to 

give an answer to an anxious enquirer, or to contend earnestly for the faith with an antagonist. It 

will surely go a long way toward establishing your faith and confirming you in it too. Now, what 

are these two problems? 

14.2.1 THE PROBLEM OF NO ORIGINAL MANUSCRIPTS 

As a matter of fact, the situation is even worse than this. The earliest complete extant Hebrew 

manuscript is dated at the eleventh century A.D. That is fourteen centuries after the closing of the 
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Old Testament canon! Here are fourteen hundred years of constant copying by hand, fourteen 

hundred years for errors to creep into our manuscripts. 

The situation is somewhat better in the case of the Greek manuscripts of the New Testament. The 

earliest complete extant manuscript in this category is dated at A.D. 350. Once again, however, we 

have 250-300 years of copying, often under the poorest of circumstances. Imagine the potential 

for errors to creep into the text. 

Does this disturb you? We cannot ignore it. These are the facts. Now we can see the importance 

of textual criticism. This helps us appreciate the immense task of the textual critics. They are 

seeking to hurdle several silent centuries to recover for us the original text. 

I have had this problem put to me dozens of times by college students, businessmen, skeptics and 

atheists. Some are serious seekers, others are vocal opponents. Their charge cannot be quickly 

dismissed. We claim to have an inerrant authoritative word from God on matters of creed and 

conduct, yet we have no original manuscripts of the word and there are actually hundreds of years 

between the alleged original and the extant manuscripts. This cannot be simply ignored. 

In answer to the problem of no original manuscripts three points must be made. 

First, there are no original manuscripts available for any writings of antiquity. Did you realize this? 

We have not one original manuscript of the writings of Homer, Plato, Aristotle, Seneca, Cicero or 

any other writer of antiquity. 

Author Writing Date No. of 

Manuscripts 

Years between 

Original & 

Extant 

Caesar Gallic War 58-50 B.C. 9-10 good 900 

Tacitus History, 14 books A.D. 100 4? 800-1000 

Tacitus Annals, 16 books A.D. 100 10 800-1000 

Thucydides History 460-400 B.C. 8 1300 
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After surveying this evidence, F. F. Bruce concludes: 

Yet no classical scholar would listen to an argument that the authenticity of Herodotus or 

Thucydides is in doubt because the earliest manuscripts of their works which are of any use 

to us are over 1,300 years later than the originals.1 

We do not need to be concerned about the Bible. No piece of ancient literature can make the claim 

of an extant original.3 

Second, there are significant parts of both the Old and New Testament dated many centuries earlier 

than the first complete manuscript. The John Rollins papyrus of John 18:31-33 and 37-38 is 

probably the earliest fragment of any part of the New Testament. It dates back to A.D. 140. 

 

Third, there is a vast abundance of biblical manuscripts available to us today for our study. There 

are more than 5,300 Greek manuscripts of the New Testament alone.4 Think of it. In addition to 

these, the textual critic has thousands of versions: 8,000 of the Latin Vulgate and another 1,000 of 

early translations into Egyptian, Syrian, etc. Add to these the many quotations from the New 

Testament in the writings of the church fathers of the first two centuries. It is estimated that much 

of the New Testament could be reproduced from the quotations of these early fathers alone. Still 

more early information is available from the lectionaries—the reading lessons in public church 

services. 

Sir Fredric Kenyon, a world-renowned scholar in this field says: 

The interval then, between the dates of original composition and the earliest extant evidence, 

becomes so small as to be in fact, negligible, and the last foundation for any doubt that the 

Scriptures have come down to us substantially as they were written has now been removed. 

Both the authenticity and the general integrity of the books of the New Testament may be 

regarded as finally established.2 

 

It is clearly apparent then, to any careful reader that no writing of the ancient world is nearly as 

well-documented bibliographically as the New Testament. The problem of no original manuscripts 

                                                           
3 Note that “while there are a number of examples where there is about a millennium of time between 
manuscript and author, there are also a number of examples (in extra biblical sources) where the gap 
is much closer. Thus, the text as stated above might suggest that ‘all’ extra biblical documents are 
separated by that span of time. Sometimes, when it comes to Textual Criticism, there are writers, 
who, wanting to make a case for the bible, say that since the gap between the author and the 
manuscripts we have are much, much closer, the bible is more trustworthy. The flaw is that there are 
‘some’ extra biblical manuscripts that are much closer to their author (in time)” (Rev. Steve Bauer). 

4 Along with these numbers, we must remember that “the well-known canon, ‘manuscripts need to be 
weighed, not counted’ works against the idea that we have loads of manuscripts” (Rev. Steve Bauer). 
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is no problem to the average Christian today. It remains a problem for the textual critic alone, and 

thanks to the abundance of early manuscripts that problem can be virtually eliminated. But what 

about the other problem? 

14.2.2 THE PROBLEM OF ERRORS 

Because the printing press was not invented until the fifteenth century, the early copies of the 

manuscripts were made by scribes, professional copiers. In the process however, many errors were 

made by these scribes. Some were unintentional, others were deliberate. Whatever, they are a 

major problem for the textual critic. Perhaps it will help you appreciate their problem if we pause 

for a moment to consider how these errors crept into the copied manuscripts. 

First, some errors were unintentional. There were errors of sight when a scribe would skip a line 

or a phrase, or would confuse letters that were similar in form. After the fourth century the 

scriptorium emerged—a room where scribes sat at desks copying a manuscript that was dictated 

to them. Errors of hearing crept into the text as the scribes misunderstood words that sounded alike. 

Often there were errors of the mind as well. A lapse of concentration between hearing or reading 

and recording what they heard or read, resulted in reversed word order, transposed letters and even 

substituted synonyms. All such errors were unintentional, of course. They must be attributed to 

the frailty of the flesh. Not so, however, with the second category. 

Second, other errors were deliberately made by conscientious and pious scribes who had nothing 

but the best of intentions. Sometimes they were attempting to harmonize parallel passages such as 

the Gospel accounts of identical events. For example, we know one scribe added: “It was written 

in Hebrew, Latin and Greek” to his copy of Luke 23:38 to make it agree with John 19:20. In other 

instances intentional changes were made in grammar to correct what the scribe supposed was a 

grammatical error (see Revelation 1:4). Occasionally changes were made for theological purposes. 

One scribe left “neither the Son” out of his copy of Mark 13:32 because it appeared to him that to 

say even the Son did not know the day of His coming was to deny the deity of Christ. Such errors 

were made intentionally by scribes with the highest of motives. 

 

Project Number 3 

Consider the variants in the following texts. Is it intentional or unintentional? Into which sub-

category does each one fall? 

• Revelation 1:5—to loose or to wash. 

• 1 Corinthians 6:20—the last phrase of the verse. 



291 
 

• John 19:14—some manuscripts read the “third” hour. 

• Acts 9:5, 6 and 26:14, 15—See the KJV and NASB. 

Now, note this very carefully. Strictly speaking, such changes in the copies are not errors. They 

are variants—variations that have crept into copies of manuscripts. There are about 150,000 

textual variants or various readings! The work of the textual critic is to identify the variants and to 

recover the original reading. 

 

Lest we misunderstand, however, and discredit the work of the scribes, we must consider the 

extreme care of these ancient copies. They so respected the text of Scripture that they went to 

unbelievable lengths to preserve its exact words. They actually counted not only the words but 

every letter in the Old Testament and made records as to where and how often each letter was 

found. This is true with special reference to the Old Testament. 

Sidney Collett helpfully points out the care that was taken: 

Moreover, each new copy has to be made from an approved manuscript, written with a 

special kind of ink, upon sheets made from the skin of a “clean” animal. The writers also had 

to pronounce aloud each word before writing it, and on no account was a single word to be 

written from memory. They were to reverently wipe their pen before writing the name of 

God in any form, and to wash their whole body before writing “Jehovah,” lest that holy name 

should be tainted even in the writing. The new copy was then carefully examined with the 

original almost immediately; and it is said that if only one incorrect letter were discovered 

the whole copy was rejected! 

The Rev. J. P. Smyth tells how one rabbi solemnly warned a scribe thus, “Take heed how thou 

doest thy work, for thy work is the work of heaven, lest thou drop or add a letter of the manuscript, 

and so become a destroyer of the world!”3 

 

One check on the accuracy of the New Testament manuscripts was by means of measuring the 

number of lines in a manuscript. Bruce Metzger points out that several manuscripts speak of 2,560, 

1,616, 2,750 and 2,024 lines respectively for the four Gospels. This, by the way, implies the 

presence of Mark 16:9-20, and the absence of John 7:53-8:11, in those writings.4 

 

Editorial control over copies of the early New Testament books was not nearly as rigorous, 

especially early in the textual history of these documents, when it seems as if a desire to get the 

Good News published quickly took some precedence over strict accuracy of transmission. Later 

on, however, stricter procedures were practiced. For example, in the scriptoria (libraries) of many 
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monasteries, certain rules and penalties were enforced to secure a high degree of accuracy in 

copying. Somewhere I came across the following instance of such regulations prepared for the 

renowned monastery of the Stadium at Constantinople. 

About A.D. 800, the abbot of this monastery, Theodore the Studite, who was himself highly 

skilled in writing an elegant Greek hand, included in his rules for the monastery severe 

punishments for monks who were not careful in copying manuscripts. A diet of bread and 

water was the penalty set for the scribe who became so much interested in the subject matter 

of what he was copying that he neglected his task of copying. Monks had to keep their 

parchment leaves neat and clean, on penalty of 130 penances. If anyone should take without 

permission another’s quaternion (that is, the ruled and folded sheets of parchment), fifty 

penances were prescribed. If anyone should make more glue than he could use at one time, 

and it should harden, he must do fifty penances. If a scribe broke his pen in a fit of temper 

(perhaps after having made some accidental blunder near the close of an otherwise perfectly 

copied sheet), he had to do thirty penances. 

In spite of such dedication and discipline, many minor “errors” or variants did creep into the 

manuscripts as they were copied by hand before the days of the printing press. 

So this is the double distress of the textual critic. There are no original manuscripts and there are 

150,000 New Testament textual variants. It is toward resolving the difficulties raised by these 

problems that the textual critics devote their scholarly lives. How effective have they been? 

14.3 The Results 

The results of textual criticism are most helpful. Thanks to copyists’ diligent work and God’s 

providence in making available so many manuscripts, their variants can be easily detected and, as 

a rule, corrected by the reading of other manuscripts. 

While the number of various readings is large, and therefore disturbing to many Christians, the 

facts are really very reassuring. 

• Of the 150,000 various readings, we are now able to discuss nineteen-twentieths. No 

textual critic regards them as having any serious claim to reception. This leaves us with 

about 7,500. 

• Nineteen out of twenty of these remaining variations are matters of word order, grammar 

and spelling. They do not concern the meaning of the text in any way. 
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• Now we have remaining about 400 variations. Sometimes it is omission or addition of 

words. They make no difference in the meaning of the text, and are the objects of curiosity 

and interest. A very few exceptional cases may be considered important. 

• In dealing with the majority of these exceptional areas, we have such an abundance of 

excellent critical helps that textual critics are able to determine the original and true text 

with a high degree of confidence. 

Philip Schaff, in Companion to the Greek Testament and the English Version, concluded that only 

400 of the 150,000 caused doubt about the textual meaning and only 50 of these were of great 

significance. Not one of the variations, Schaff says, altered “an article of faith or a precept of duty 

which is not abundantly sustained by other and undoubted passages, or by the whole tenor of 

Scripture teaching.”5 
 

Geisler and Nix say, concerning the observation of F. J .A. Hort: 

Only about one-eighth of all the variants had any weight, as most of them are merely 

mechanical matters such as spelling or style. Of the whole then, only about one-sixtieth rise 

above “trivialities,” or can in any sense be called “substantial variations.” Mathematically 

this would compute to a text that is 98.33 percent pure.6 

 

F. J. A. Hort says that apart from insignificant variations of grammar or spelling, not more than 

one thousandth part of the New Testament is affected by differences of reading.7 These witnesses 

adamantly affirm the reliability of our Greek New Testament text.  

 

The same can be said for our Old Testament text. Paul Little wrote: 

In 1947, the world learned about what has been called the greatest archeological discovery 

of the century. In caves, in the valley of the Dead Sea, ancient jars were discovered containing 

the now famous Dead Sea Scrolls. From these scrolls, it is evident that a group of Jews lived 

at a place called Qumran from about 150 B.C. to A.D. 70. Theirs was a communal society, 

operated very much like a monastery. In addition to tilling the fields, they spent their time 

studying and copying the Scriptures. It became apparent to them that the Romans were going 

to invade the land. They put their leather scrolls in jars and hid them in caves in the side of 

the cliffs west of the Dead Sea. 

In the providence of God, the scrolls survived undisturbed until discovered accidentally by a 

wandering Bedouin goat herdsman in February or March of 1947. The accidental discovery 

was followed by careful exploration, and several other caves containing scrolls have been 

located. The find included the earliest manuscript copy yet known of the complete book of 
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Isaiah, and fragments of almost every book in the Old Testament. In addition, there is a 

fragmented copy containing much of Isaiah 38-66. The books of Samuel, in a tattered copy, 

were also found, along with two complete chapters of Habakkuk. A number of nonbiblical 

items, including the rules of the ancient community, were also discovered. 

 

The significance of this find, for those who wonder about the accuracy of the Old Testament 

text, can easily be seen. In one dramatic stroke, almost 1,000 years were hurdled in terms of 

the age of the manuscripts we now possess. By comparing the Dead Sea Scrolls with the 

Masoretic text, we would get a clear indication of the accuracy, or lack of it, of transmission 

over the period of nearly a millennium.8 

 

What was actually learned? In comparing the Qumran manuscripts of Isaiah 38-66 with the one 

we had, scholars found that “the text is extremely close to our Masoretic text. A comparison 

of Isaiah 53 shows that only 17 letters differ from the Masoretic text. Ten of these are mere 

differences of spelling, like our “honor” or “honour,” and produce no change in the meaning at all. 

Four more are very minor differences, such as the presence of a conjunction, which is often a 

matter of style. The other three letters are the Hebrew word for “light” which is added after “they 

shall see” in verse 11. Out of 166 words in this chapter, only this one word is really in question, 

and it does not at all change the sense of the passage. This is typical of the whole manuscript.”9 

This is but a sample of the evidence that could be marshalled in defense of the reliability of our 

Old Testament Hebrew manuscripts. 

Therefore, for all practical purposes, although we do not have the original manuscripts, we can say 

that we have the content of the original manuscripts in our modern Hebrew and Greek Bibles. 

It is surely obvious, then, that in spite of having no original manuscripts and of having many 

variants in our available manuscripts, the substance of our Bible is very reliable. As with no other 

book of antiquity there is an abundance of manuscripts, translations and quotations from which 

our textual critics are able to affirm the content of the originals. 

Although we have considered the two primary problems encountered in textual criticism, today 

there still remains however, lurking in the shadows, a third problem. A brief exposure to it here 

will pave the way for our study of translations in the upcoming chapter. 

14.4 A Raging Controversy 

A short time ago a devout evangelical pastor stepped into his pulpit to announce to his Sunday 

morning congregation that the only Bible to be used in the teaching of their church was the King 

James Version. His proclamation sent a shock wave through the crowd. 



295 
 

Last year a friend of mine candidating for a ministry in a mid-west evangelical church, was rejected 

because he used a modern version of the Scriptures in his preaching. 

While speaking at a Bible conference a year or two ago, a humble and faithful servant of the Lord 

poured out his broken heart to me. He had just been called a heretic. The charge? He was using a 

modern translation. His accuser was a loyal supporter of the King James Version who had launched 

a crusade in their church that threatened its very unity. 

What is all the fuss about anyway? 

Simply stated, the debate is between the oldest Greek texts and the majority Greek texts. The 

majority text is the Greek text found in the host of later manuscripts that formed the basis of 

Erasmus’s Greek New Testament, and ultimately the King James Version. Since the publication 

of the Authorized Version in A.D. 1611, some much older manuscripts have been discovered, 

notably codex Sinaiticus and codex Vaticanus, both of the fourth century. In addition, papyri of 

the New Testament have been discovered that are dated in the third century. The differences 

between the Received Text, which formed the basis of the Authorized Version, and the older 

manuscripts has erupted into a controversy—in some circles, a very heated controversy. 

The question is this: Which text is the better text, the more reliable and authentic text—the majority 

text or the older text? The overwhelming opinion of scholarship today is in favour of the older 

text.10 The oldest manuscripts are today commonly classified as “the best manuscripts.” 

 

The discovery of many older manuscripts, and the above conclusion of textual criticism, have led 

to many revisions of the English Bible. Some of the changes in the text and explanatory notes in 

the margin of these revisions become intelligible only upon understanding this controversy in 

textual criticism. It may be of help to consider one or two examples. 

For there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: 

and these three are one. (1 John 5:7 AV) 

 

Yet this great “trinitarian witness,” as it is frequently called, is omitted entirely from the New 

American Standard Bible and most other modern translations. Why? Because there is no support 

for it whatsoever from the older manuscripts. Actually the oldest witness to it comes from a Latin 

treatise of the fourth century. It does not appear in the Vulgate until after A.D. 800. It was not 

included in the first and second edition of Erasmus’s New Testament (1516, 1519) because he said 

there was no Greek witness whatsoever for its support. In the midst of protests, Erasmus promised 
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to include it in his next edition if he could find one Greek witness. A manuscript appeared in 1520, 

and Erasmus was compelled to include it in his third edition (1522) with the footnote that he 

believed the manuscript had been expressly prepared to confute him. From this third edition of 

Erasmus, it found its place in the Received Text and the Authorized Version. But where was the 

support? Older manuscripts recently discovered have confirmed it to be unauthentic. It is therefore 

omitted from the text of most revised versions. This in no way affects the doctrine, of course. The 

truth of the Trinity rests upon the broad foundation of both the Old and New Testament (Gen. 

1:26; Isa. 9:6; Matt. 28:18-20; John 10:30, etc.). 

 

Consider a second example: 

For an angel went down at a certain season into the pool, and troubled the water; whosoever 

then first after the troubling of the water stepped in was made whole of whatsoever disease 

he had. (John 5:4 AV) 

 

Yet, once again, this verse is omitted from the text of the New American Standard Bible and most 

modern translations. Why? It is not found in the older and “better” manuscripts. It is missing from 

two early papyri, P66 (about A.D. 200) and P75 (early third century), and from both codex 

Vaticanus and codex Sinaiticus of the fourth century. 

In all likelihood this verse originally was an explanatory note placed by some scribe in the margin 

of his manuscript. In the course of time it was eventually incorporated into the text itself as a helpful 

explanation of the incident. But there is no evidence from the earliest manuscripts that it was part of 

the original text. For this reason it is omitted from the modern translations, which are based upon 

the older manuscripts. It is this kind of thing that has unsettled many Christians, and occasioned 

many attacks against newer translations. The controversy is a matter of textual criticism. 

 

Project Number 4 

1. What is the textual problem in Acts 8:37? How do you explain this problem? 

2. Consider carefully the textual problem of Mark 16:9-20. What is the problem? How do you explain 

it? 

 

Can I really trust my Bible? According to our textual critics: absolutely. They offer reassurance 

upon reassurance. How grateful to God we must be for the contributions of such scholars. And 

yet, you might protest, their product is the Greek and Hebrew Bible. Ours is the English Bible. 

Can the same thing be said for it? Just how reliable is it? Can I hold it in my hand and point to it as 
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the Word of God? This question drives us to the next stage in the process. It takes us beyond the 

work of textual criticism to the science of translation. 

 

FOR FURTHER STUDY 

Prepare a concise book review of Which Bible? by David Otis Fuller. (Grand Rapids, MI: Grand 

Rapids International Publications, 1971). Fuller argues in support of the Received Text—the King 

James Version. How would you evaluate his case? 
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14.7 Appendix: “Misquoting” Jesus? – Answering Bart Ehrman 

In Misquoting Jesus, the New York Times bestseller subtitled The Story Behind Who Changed the 

Bible and Why, author Bret Ehrman fires a shot meant to sink the ship of any Christian who 

thinks the New Testament documents can be trusted. Here it is: 

What good is it to say that the autographs (i.e., the originals) were inspired? We 

don’t have the originals! We have only error-ridden copies, and the vast majority of these 

are centuries removed from the originals and different from them, evidently, in thousands 

of ways….There are more variations among our manuscripts than there are words in the 

New Testament.1 [emphasis in the original] 

Ehrman is right on the facts, as far as they go. There are 130,000 words in the New Testament, 

yet the surviving manuscripts (the handwritten copies) reveal something like 400,000 individual 

times the wording disagrees between them.2 Indeed, Ehrman points out, the manuscripts “differ 

from one another in so many places that we don’t even know how many differences there are.”3 
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Further, Bart Ehrman is an accomplished scholar with impeccable bona fides. He co-

authored The Text of the New Testament (4th Edition)—an academic standard in the field—with 

Bruce Metzger, arguably the greatest New Testament manuscript scholar alive at the time.4 

The Washington Post says Misquoting Jesus “casts doubt on any number of New Testament 

episodes that most Christians take as, well gospel.” Publishers Weekly promises that Ehrman’s 

arguments “ensure that readers might never read the gospels or Paul’s letters the same way 

again.”5 Which, of course, is exactly what Ehrman wants. Misquoting is the kind of what-they-

don’t-want-you-to-know exposé that has become popular in recent years. Ehrman “exposes” 

discoveries that sabotaged his own “born-again” faith while a graduate student at Princeton, 

leaving him with the agnosticism about God he now embraces.6 
 

Has the Bible been changed over 2,000 years of copying and recopying? Ehrman answers, “Yes, 

significantly.” Worse, the massive number of alterations make it virtually impossible to have any 

confidence of reconstructing the autographs. Without the original renderings, there is no inspired 

text. Without inspired Scripture, there is no orthodox Christianity, only a jumble of spiritual 

ideas about Jesus expressed in a diverse body of conflicting texts that have tumbled down to us 

through the corridors of time. 

Is this skepticism justified? Simply put, no. In spite of Ehrman’s credentials, his who-knows-

what-the-original-text-said view is not the majority opinion of textual scholars. This includes 

Bruce Metzger, Ehrman’s mentor, to whom he dedicated the book. The reasons for this 

confidence are based in the nature of the reconstructive task itself. 

14.7.1 Reconstructing Aunt Sally’s Recipe 

A manuscript is a hand-copied text. For the first 1500 years after Christ, all copies of the Bible 

were reproduced by scribes who did the best they could—in most cases—to faithfully transmit 

the text. Inevitably, mistakes happened which were then compounded geometrically when the 

flaw was copied, spawning multiple copies with the same error in subsequent generations of 

texts.7 Some changes, it seems clear, were intentional and even theologically motivated. 

Given that history, it’s hard to imagine how an original can be restored. The uncertainty, though, 

is based on two misconceptions by the rank and file about the history of the communication of 

ancient material like that found in the New Testament. 

The first assumption is that the transmission is more or less linear—one person passing the 

message on to a second who gives it to a third, etc., leaving a single message many generations 
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removed from the original. Second, the objection assumes oral transmission which is more easily 

distorted and misconstrued than something written. 

Neither assumption applies to the text of the New Testament. First, the transmission was done in 

writing, and written manuscripts can be tested in a way oral communications cannot. Second, the 

transmission was not linear, but geometric—e.g., one letter birthed 10 copies which generated 

100 and so on. 

Let me illustrate how such a test can be made. It will help you see how scholars confidently 

reconstruct an original from conflicting manuscripts that are centuries removed from the 

autograph. 

Pretend your Aunt Sally learns in a dream the recipe for an elixir that preserves her youth. When 

she awakes, she scribbles the complex directions on a sheet of paper, then runs to the kitchen to 

mix up her first batch of “Sally’s Secret Sauce.” In a few days, she is transformed into a picture 

of radiant youth. 

Aunt Sally is so excited she sends detailed, handwritten instructions to her three bridge partners 

(Aunt Sally is still in the technological dark ages—no photocopier or email). They, in turn, make 

copies for ten of their own friends. 

All goes well until one day Aunt Sally’s schnauzer eats the original script. In a panic she contacts 

her friends who have mysteriously suffered similar mishaps. The alarm goes out to the others 

who received copies from her card-playing trio in an attempt to recover the original wording. 

Sally rounds up all the surviving handwritten copies, 26 in all. When she spreads them out on the 

kitchen table, she immediately notices differences. Twenty-three of the copies are virtually the 

same save for misspelled words and abbreviations littering the text. Of the remaining three, 

however, one lists ingredients in a different order, another has two phrases inverted (“mix then 

chop” instead of “chop then mix”), and one includes an ingredient not mentioned in any other 

list. 

Do you think Aunt Sally can accurately reconstruct her original recipe from this evidence? Of 

course she can. The misspellings and abbreviations are inconsequential, as is the order of 

ingredients in the list (those variations all mean the same thing). The single inverted phrase 

stands out and can easily be repaired because one can’t mix something that hasn’t been chopped. 

Sally would then strike the extra ingredient reasoning it’s more plausible one person would 
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mistakenly add an item than 25 people would accidentally omit it. Even if the variations were 

more numerous and diverse, the original could still be reconstructed with a high level of 

confidence with enough copies and a little common sense. 
 

This, in simplified form (very simplified, but you get the point), is how scholars do “textual 

criticism,” an academic enterprise used to reconstitute all documents of antiquity, not just 

religious texts. It is not a haphazard effort based on guesses and religious faith. It is a careful 

analytical process allowing an alert critic to determine the extent of possible corruption of any 

work and, given certain conditions, reconstruct the original with a high degree of certainty. 

This last point raises the key question of this entire discussion: Regardless of the raw number of 

variants, can we recover the original reading with confidence? The answer to that pivotal 

question depends on three factors. First, how many copies exist? Second, how old are the 

manuscripts? Third, what is the exact nature of the differences (the variants)? 

14.7.2 How Many And How Old? 

If the number of manuscripts available for comparison are few and the time gap between the 

original and the oldest copy is wide, then the autograph is harder to reconstruct. However, if 

there are many copies and the oldest ones are closer in time to the original, the scholar can be 

more certain she has pinpointed the exact wording of the initial text, for all practical purposes.8 

To get an idea of the significance of the New Testament manuscript evidence, note for a moment 

the record for non-biblical texts. These are secular writings historians rely on for all their data 

from antiquity that have been restored with a high level of confidence based on available textual 

evidence.9 

 

Josephus’ first century document The Jewish War survives in only nine complete manuscripts 

dating from the 5th century—four centuries after they were written.10 Tacitus’ Annals of Imperial 

Rome is one of the chief historical sources for the Roman world of New Testament times, yet, 

surprisingly, it survives in only two manuscripts dating from the Middle Ages.11 

Thucydides’ History survives in eight copies. There are ten copies of Caesar’s Gallic Wars, eight 

copies of Herodotus’ History, and seven copies of Plato, all dated over a millennium from the 

original. Homer’s Iliad has the most impressive manuscript evidence for any secular work with 

647 existing copies.12 
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Note that for most ancient documents only a handful of manuscripts exist, some facing a time 

gap of 800-1500 years or more. Yet scholars are confident they have reconstructed the originals 

with a high degree of accuracy. In fact, virtually all of our knowledge of ancient history depends 

on documents like these. 

14.7.3 The Biblical Manuscript Evidence 

The manuscript evidence for the New Testament is stunning by comparison. A recent count 

shows 5,500 separate Greek manuscripts.13 These are represented by early fragments, uncial 

codices (manuscripts in capital Greek letters bound together in book form), and minuscules 

(small Greek letters in cursive style). 

 

Among the 2,795 minuscule fragments dating from the 9th to the 15th centuries are 34 complete 

New Testaments.14 Uncial manuscripts providing virtually complete New Testaments date back 

to the 4th century and earlier. Codex Vaticanus is likely the oldest, dated c. 325-350.15 The 

magnificent Codex Sinaiticus, dated c. 34016, contains half the Old Testament and virtually all of 

the New. Codex Alexandrinus contains the whole Old Testament and a nearly complete New 

Testament and dates from the mid-5th century.17 

 

The most fascinating evidence comes from the fragments. The Chester Beatty Papyri contains 

most of the New Testament and is dated mid-third century.18 The Bodmer Papyri II collection, 

whose discovery was announced in 1956, includes most of the first fourteen chapters of the 

Gospel of John and much of the last seven chapters. It dates from A.D. 200 or earlier.19 

The most amazing find of all, however, is a small portion of John 18:31-33, discovered in Egypt. 

Known as the John Rylands Papyri and barely three inches square, it represents the earliest 

known copy of any part of the New Testament. The papyri is dated at A.D. 117-138 (though it 

may even be earlier),20 showing that the Gospel of John was circulated as far away as Egypt 

within 40 years of its composition. 

 

Keep in mind that most papyri are fragmentary. Only about 50 manuscripts contain the entire 

New Testament. Even so, the textual evidence is exceedingly rich, especially when compared to 

other works of antiquity. 

Two other cross-checks on the accuracy of the manuscripts remain: ancient versions 

(translations) and citations by early church Fathers known as “patristic quotations.” 
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Early in the history of the Church, the Scriptures were translated into Latin (10,000 copies 

exist21). By the 3rd and 4th centuries the New Testament had been translated and reproduced in 

Coptic and Syriac, and soon after in Armenian, and Georgian, among others. 22 These texts 

helped missionaries reach new cultures in their own language as the Gospel spread and the 

church grew. Translations help modern-day scholars answer questions about the underlying 

Greek manuscripts. 

 

In addition, there are ancient extra-biblical sources—catechisms, lectionaries, and quotes from 

the church fathers—that cite Scripture at great length. Indeed, the patristic quotations themselves 

include virtually every verse in the New Testament.23 
 

I want you to notice something here. The chief concern Bart Ehrman raises regarding the biblical 

texts—the massive number of variants—can only arise with a massive number of manuscripts. 

Scholars universally consider this a virtue, not a vice—good news, not bad—because the 

condition causing the problem is the very condition providing the solution. The more 

manuscripts available for comparison, the more changes that will likely appear, but also the more 

raw material to use for comparison to fix the problem the variants pose. 

This mountain of manuscripts gives us every reason to believe the originals have been preserved 

in the aggregate. No missing parts need be replaced. We have 110% of the text, not 90%.24 The 

real question is this: Do we know how to separate the wheat from the chaff to recover the 

original reading? That depends entirely on our last question: What is the nature of the variants 

themselves? 

14.7.4 Those Pesky Variants 

According to manuscript expert Daniel Wallace, “A textual variant is simply any difference from 

a standard text (e.g., a printed text, a particular manuscript, etc.) that involves spelling, word 

order, omission, addition, substitution, or a total rewrite of the text.25 Note that any difference, no 

matter how slight, is added to the total count. What exactly are those differences? They can be 

divided into two categories: significant variants and insignificant ones. An insignificant variant 

has absolutely no bearing on our ability to reconstruct the original text. The meaning remains the 

same, regardless of which reading is the original. 

 

For example, well over half the variants (yes, more than 200,000) are spelling errors,26 due either 

to accident (the ie/ei mistake is as common in Scripture as it is in our own writing), or different 

choices of phonetic spelling (kreinai vs. krinai). A host of others are immaterial differences in 
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abbreviation or style (a definite article appearing before a name—“the James”—omitted in 

another because it adds nothing to the meaning).27 

Clearly, some insignificant variations are theologically important. The rendering in the KJV of 1 

John 5 (the Comma Johanneum) appearing to echo the Trinity is about a significant doctrinal 

issue, but clearly this variant is not in the original so it creates no textual concern. It appears in 

only a four manuscripts, the earliest dating from the 10th century (four others have it penciled into 

the margin by a scribe),28 and is almost universally acknowledged to be a corruption. Further, the 

doctrine of the Trinity does not rely on this text, but is verified by many other passages not in 

question. 
 

A similar problem occurs with thousands of other variants that appear in only one manuscript 

(“singular readings”). These obvious mistakes are easily corrected. 

Here’s how Wallace29 sums up the variations: 

1. Spelling differences or nonsense readings (e.g., a skipped line) 

2. Inconsequential word order (“Christ Jesus” vs. “Jesus Christ”) and synonyms 

3. Meaningful, though non-viable variants (e.g., the Comma Johanneum) 

4. Variants that are both meaningful and viable 

Wallace’s last category constitutes “much less than” 1% of all variations.30 In other words, more 

than 396,000 of the variants have no bearing on our ability to reconstruct the original. Even 

with the textually viable differences that remain, the vast majority are 

so theologicallyinsignificant they are “relatively boring.”31 These facts Ehrman himself freely 

admits: 

Most of the changes found in our early Christian manuscripts have nothing to do with 

theology or ideology. Far and away the most changes are the result of mistakes, pure and 

simple—slips of the pen, accidental omissions, inadvertent additions, misspelled words, 

blunders of one sort of another.32 

Wallace’s fourth category—those variants both meaningful and viable (in a textual sense)—is 

the only one of any consequence. “We are talking here,” write Kostenberger and Kruger, “about 

a situation where there are two (or more) possible readings, and the evidence for each 

reading…is relatively equal.”33 
 

Here the analytical skills of the professional textual critic are applied to weed out the most 

unlikely variants. She has at her disposal a specific set of rules—the accepted canons of textual 
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analysis—that enable her to resolve the vast majority of conflicts to recover the original with a 

high degree of confidence. 

Ironically, this is precisely the point Ehrman unwittingly demonstrates as he closes out his case 

against the New Testament documents. 

14.7.5 Ehrman’s “Top Ten” 

On the final page of the paperback edition of Misquoting Jesus, Ehrman lists the “Top Ten 

Verses That Were Not Originally in the New Testament.” It serves as his parting salvo, but in 

reality proves his entire thesis false. 
 

First, I immediately recognized six of the ten citations, and in every case my own Bible 

translation (NASB) makes a marginal note that these verses are not in the earliest manuscripts. 

No surprises here. 

Second, one third of Ehrman’s “Top Ten” list actually is in the New Testament, after all. Luke 

22:20, 24:12, and 24:51b are, in fact, questionable in Luke. They do appear, however, almost 

word for word in uncontested passages (respectively, Matthew 26:28 and Mark 14:24; John 20:3-

7; Acts 1:9, 11). 

 

Third, nothing of theological consequence is lost by striking any of the variants Ehrman lists, 

even the long ending in Mark (16:9-20) or the engaging but likely non-canonical account of 

Jesus and the woman caught in adultery (John 7:53-8:11). 
 

Finally (and most damaging), Ehrman’s list proves just the opposite of what he intends. For all 

his hand wringing that the original text is lost forever, his list itself demonstrates it’s possible to 

recognize the most important spurious renderings and eliminate them. 

Ehrman’s own works (Misquoting and also The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture) prove that the 

text-critical methods mentioned above—the very methods he uses to critique the New 

Testament—are adequate to restore the original reading. It is proof that the massive number of 

variants do not interfere with our ability to recapture the original, but instead the rich manuscript 

evidence we possess allows us to weed out the vast percentage of variants. Otherwise Ehrman 

would not be able to say with confidence his “Top Ten”—or any other verses—are not in the 

New Testament. 
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This is a fact he acknowledges (again, ironically) in another work. Compare the pessimism 

of Misquoting Jesus with the optimism expressed in Metzger and Ehrman’s The Text of the New 

Testament:34 

Besides textual evidence derived from New Testament Greek manuscripts and from early 

versions, the textual critic compares numerous scriptural quotations used in commentaries, 

sermons, and other treatises written by early church fathers. Indeed, so extensive are these 

citations that if all other sources for our knowledge of the text of the New Testament were 

destroyed, they would be sufficient alone for the reconstruction of practically the entire 

New Testament. [emphasis added] 

Bart Ehrman has two books with his name on them that give the exact opposite impression.35And 

both were published the same year (2005). 
 

What can we conclude from the evidence? Virtually all of the 400,000 differences in the New 

Testament documents—spelling errors, inverted words, non-viable variants and the like—are 

completely inconsequential to the task of reconstructing the original. Of the remaining 

differences, virtually all yield to a vigorous application of the accepted canons of textual 

criticism. 

This means that our New Testament is over 99% pure. In the entire text of 20,000 lines, only 40 

lines are in doubt (about 400 words),36 and none affects any significant doctrine. 

Scholar D.A. Carson sums it up this way: “What is at stake is a purity of text of such a 

substantial nature that nothing we believe to be doctrinally true, and nothing we are commanded 

to do, is in any way jeopardized by the variants.”37 
 

Our chief question has been, “Can we reproduce the original New Testament to a high degree of 

certainty?” Even Bart Ehrman, in spite of himself, demonstrates we can. 
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15. TRANSLATION — Which Bible? 

Preparing the Way 
 Who was the translator of the first English Bible? 

 What was the occasion for the translation of the King James Version? 

 How do you account for the incredible number of modern English translations that have appeared in the 

twentieth century? 

 Is there any particular value in having multiple translations, or do they only cause confusion? 

 In that our English Bible is only a translation, a translation based upon manuscripts that are not even originals, 

dare we speak of it as the Word of God? 

 List several criteria for a good translation. 

 What is the general guideline for choosing which English Bible to use? 

 Evaluate the New American Standard Bible, The Living Bible and the New Inter-national Version. 

 Which modern English Bibles are best suited for study, and which for devotional reading? 

10. Which English Bible would be most appropriate to offer to your unbelieving business associate who has just 

begun to show some interest in reading the Bible? 

 

A Story to Illustrate the Issues: Although it is hard to believe, it is a fact that in the twentieth 

century alone more than one hundred and thirty English versions of all or part of the Bible have 

appeared in print.1 For some this creates a dilemma. For others it is pure delight. 
 

Recently at a mid-week worship service we were presenting and comparing several of the more 

common translations on the market today. In our question period one of my good friends expressed 

the frustration of thousands when he told us how difficult he found it to follow a Scripture reading 

or a speaker when a different translation was being used. Wouldn’t it be better to standardize and 

all use the same one? 
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It was quickly apparent that many shared his sentiments. But not all. One of the elders quietly 

offered his experience. He found it particularly helpful to hear or follow in another version. So 

there is the problem. What is depreciated by some is appreciated by others. How shall we resolve 

the problem? Must it be resolved? What should be our attitude toward the multiplicity of 

translations today? Is it a curse or a blessing? 

But that is not all. There is another side to the problem. Since inspiration extends only to the 

original manuscripts, which are unavailable to us, and since textual criticism applies to our modern 

Greek and Hebrew Bibles, which few of us can read, how reliable is our English Bible today? Can 

we honestly speak of it as the Word of God? Which version is actually the best one? Which one 

should I be reading? 

A study of the science of translation will help to answer these questions. It will bridge the gap 

between the ancient languages and our modern one. Hopefully it will help to settle the dust in our 

dilemma. 

15.1 Three Milestones 

A.D. 1384—It really began with John Wycliffe, a great man of God often called “the morning star 

of the Reformation.” Because of his deep and earnest concern for the spiritual welfare of the 

common people he sent out poor priests, called Lollards, to preach to the people of England in 

their own language. At that time all preaching in the churches was in Latin, the language of the 

Vulgate Bible but hardly the language of the people. Wycliffe soon realized that a Bible in English 

was desperately needed if the common people were to hear the Gospel and read the Scriptures. 

Under his leadership the first English translation of the entire Bible was made from Latin 

in A.D. 1384. 

 

A.D. 1525—After the interval of a century and a half, the need for a revision of Wycliffe s Bible 

became imperative. Because church authorities in England prohibited any new English 

translations, William Tyndale was forced to go to Germany, where under the influence of Martin 

Luther and his German version, he translated the New Testament from the original Greek for the 

people of his generation. In A.D. 1525 the first English New Testament was published on the 

printing press. Copies were smuggled into England in sacks of grain and bales of cloth. Parts of 

the Old Testament were also translated by Tyndale before he was betrayed, strangled and burned 

near Brussels. 
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A.D. 1611—It was the many arguments that arose from the several English versions of the 

seventeenth century that prompted King James I to appoint fifty-four scholars to make a new 

version. It took about seven years to produce. Some known copies of older manuscripts, as well as 

some recent translations, were consulted. The primary source however, was the Greek text of 

Erasmus, which was based on a handful of late and haphazardly collected manuscripts. The 

translation was authorized by the king himself as the standard English Bible. It was first published 

in A.D. 1611, and became the most popular English Bible. For two hundred and fifty years it was 

regarded supreme among English Bibles. 

However, the past century has been one of constant challenge to the supremacy of the King James 

Version. The twentieth century saw more than one hundred and thirty new English translations of 

all or part of the Bible. This remarkable phenomenon is explained by at least four factors. 

First, during the past century a vast number of earlier manuscripts became available. This gave 

rise to the controversy in textual criticism discussed in the previous chapter. Translators have at 

their disposal today hundreds of manuscripts that were unavailable in the seventeenth century, and 

many of them are much older and closer to the originals. 

Second, thanks to the work of archaeologists, our knowledge of customs, history, geography and 

word meanings has increased by leaps and bounds in the last century. You can imagine how that 

calls for revisions and translations that reflect the fine details and differences uncovered by these 

scientists. 

Third, the science of textual criticism as well has made significant advances. 

Fourth, it should be apparent to all that languages change over the course of a century. Take, for 

example, the change in the meaning of “gay” just in the span of our generation. Such changes 

alone have demanded the revision of the English Bible for the people of this generation. 

These are the four major factors that account for the incredible avalanche of twentieth century 

English translations. 

Project Number 1 

Draw up a list of the strengths and a list of the weaknesses of the King James Version. 

Strengths Weaknesses 
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15.2 Dilemma or Delight? 

Who has not felt frustrated by the unending variety of translations? Yet this very variety offers us 

a greater opportunity to grasp the original meaning of the text than was given to most generations 

before us. One scholar may have slightly exaggerated the case when he said an English reader 

could ascertain 99.5 percent of the meaning of the original text by a careful reading of a good 

paraphrase in conjunction with two good translations. However, his emphasis is well taken. The 

use of several reliable translations for comparison and contrast is of the greatest value to the student 

of the English Bible today. Do not despise them. Rather use them. It will be to your own personal 

profit. 

15.3 An Important Question 

Dare we hold up an English Bible and boldly declare that this is the Word of God? You have surely 

seen it often done. Is this not somewhat presumptuous and ill advised? After all, it is not the 

original! It is not even in the language of the original. It is a translation. It may even be a poor 

translation of the Scriptures. Can we speak of it as the Word of God? 

If our Lord and the apostles did, why can’t we? Yes, that’s correct—the Lord and the apostles did! 

They most frequently quoted from the Septuagint when they quoted the Old Testament. You will 

recall that the Septuagint was a Greek translation, even a rather poor translation of the Hebrew Old 

Testament. When our Lord and the apostles quote it, they quote it as Scripture and preface their 

quotations with such astounding claims that it is clear they regarded it as the Word of God. If they 

could so address the Septuagint, we are surely at liberty to label the King James Version or the 

New American Standard Bible as the Word of God. We need never hesitate to speak of our English 

translations as Scripture—the Word of God. 

This does not mean, of course, that all translations are of equal quality and worth. This is hardly 

the case. 

15.4 A Fourfold Test 

In sorting out the scores of Bibles on the market today it will be particularly useful to observe 

carefully four critical criteria. 

First: The manuscript source. Is this simply a revision of an English translation (e.g., The Living 

Bible), or is it a translation from the original languages (e.g., New American Standard Bible or 
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New International Version)? If it is indeed a translation from the Greek and Hebrew manuscripts, 

were the best possible and available manuscripts used by the translators? Have they used the oldest 

and most reliable manuscripts as their basis? This can often be determined by simply reading the 

preface to these Bibles. 

Second: The theological perspective of the translators. This becomes of great importance when 

you realize that every translation involves interpretation. It is impossible to translate from one 

language into any other without embarking on interpretation. Because this is so, a translation by 

conservative and evangelical scholars is certainly to be preferred. The greater our confidence in 

the scholars, the greater will be our confidence in their product. 

Third: The presentation of the person and work of Christ. Whenever a new translation comes to 

my desk I immediately check it out on this point. Carefully I read and reread the great 

Christological chapters of our New Testament—John 1:1-18, Philippians 2:1-11, Colossians 

1and Hebrews 1. The person and work of Christ form the touchstone of Christianity. Any 

translation that is to be respected by Christians must achieve a high level of reverence and accuracy 

in these central chapters. 

 

Fourth: The readability of the translation. After all, that’s what we want it for. That is why we are 

giving it as a gift to a friend. It is to be read. If it is not easy to read, if it is not appealing, inviting, 

expressive and communicative, then it is of little value to most people. Does it flow? To be read, 

it must be readable. 

Project Number 2 

Do a comparative study of the translation of Philippians 2:5-8 in several versions of the Bible. 

Recently Gerald Hawthorne of Wheaton College offered some convictions regarding translations 

in general that are worth repeating. There were five of them. 

• First, there is no perfect, inspired, best or final translation. 

• Second, few translators deliberately distort the message of the Bible by setting forth a 

particular theological viewpoint. 

• Third, every translation is to some degree an interpretation. 

• Fourth, extremely hard work has gone into translating the Bible not to enrich the 

translators, but to enrich the reader. 
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• And finally, all translations worthy of use must meet three criteria: they must be based on 

the best manuscripts available, include the abundance of new information on Hebrew and 

Greek vocabulary, and be accurate.2 

 

This still leaves us with a big question. 

15.5 Which One? 

The general guideline is well stated by Hawthorne: “Let the purpose for which you are reading the 

Bible determine which translation you use.”3 

 

The Christian with several translations is very much like the carpenter with various saws, the artist 

with a variety of brushes, the mechanic with many wrenches or the homemaker with a dozen 

different salad molds. In each case the choice of instrument is determined by the particular purpose 

of the worker. A variety is not only desirable, but actually essential due to the wide range of uses 

in each field. Imagine an electrician with only one all-purpose screwdriver. How impractical. No 

less practical, however, than the Christian confining oneself to only one translation when there is 

available a wide selection with individualistic purposes. The principle then is clear: choose your 

translation according to your purpose. 

Let us discuss some of our more common purposes and recommend the translations most 

appropriate for each category. For the sake of simplicity we will not distinguish between 

paraphrases and translations in our discussion. To be sure, this is not an exhaustive or complete 

listing. It is very selective. Hopefully it will be a start. 

15.5.1 FOR CAREFUL STUDY 

The New American Standard Bible (NASB), 1972 

Many consider this version the closest we have to the Hebrew and Greek text. It is very literal in 

its translation, perhaps too literal at times to grasp the exact meaning. The stilted and unidiomatic 

styles make it somewhat unsuitable for pulpit use. Often smoothness and flow are sacrificed for 

literalness. However, for the student this proves useful over and over again. 

Recently the Lockman Foundation published the New American Standard Bible update. The 

editorial board’s purpose in making this translation was to adhere as closely as possible to the 

original languages of the Holy Scriptures and to make the translation in a fluent and readable style 

according to modern English usage. 
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The New King James Version (NKJV), 1983 

Preserving the flow and style of the Authorized Version of 1611, and reflecting the majority of 

original manuscripts, this translation maintains a majestic and reverent style while integrating 

present-day vocabulary and grammar. 

The New Open Bible, 1990 

The text of this study Bible is that of the New King James Version. It contains all the features of 

the Open Bible (such as The Christian’s Guide to the New Life, visual survey of the Bible and 

special study aids) plus 198 pages of new features. 

The Ryrie Study Bible, 1976 

This is available in the King James Version, the New American Standard and the New International 

Version; it contains annotated notes throughout the Old and New Testament as well as a harmony 

of the Gospels, a synopsis of Bible doctrine, topical and subject indexes, concordance, several 

topical essays and much more. 

15.5.2 FOR DEVOTIONAL READING 

The New Revised Standard Version (RSV), ???? 
The New English Bible (NEB), 1970 
The Jerusalem Bible, 1966 
Good News Bible (GNB), ???? 
 

These are among the best of the less literal translations today. They are meaning-for-meaning 

rather than word-for-word in their rendering of the original manuscripts, and are excellent 

complements to the above study Bibles. The TEV is particularly attractive to some because of its 

limited vocabulary and simple style. 

The One Year Bible, 1985 

Available in various translations, it is a wonderful arrangement of the Scriptures that enables one 

to read through the Bible in one year. Each day one reads a portion from the Old Testament, New 

Testament, Psalms and Proverbs. 

The Message, 1993 

It is the New Testament in contemporary English by Eugene Peterson, published by Navpress. 

During this past year my wife and I have been refreshed and blessed reading together through 

this wonderful presentation of the Scriptures. 
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15.5.3 FOR NOT-YET CHRISTIANS 

The New Living Bible, 1997 

This is the most recent edition of The Living Bible, unquestionably the most popular edition of the 

Bible on the market today. Its style and vocabulary are very appealing to the casual reader of the 

Bible, and the message of the Gospel is clearly presented. If I were attempting to interest my 

neighbour or business associate in reading the Bible, I would begin with this one. 

Today’s English Version, 1976 

You may prefer to use Today’s English Version, with its easy vocabulary and style. The word list 

at the back of the edition, explaining many terms used in the text, is an attractive feature. Some 

feel this version is a superb example of meaning-for-meaning translation. 

The New Testament in Modern English, 1972 

This paraphrase by J. B. Phillips is also worthy of our careful scrutiny. It is perhaps the best 

idiomatic paraphrase available today and is invaluable not only to give to those who are not yet 

Christians, but to complement the study Bibles of the serious student. 

15.5.4 FOR CHILDREN AND FAMILIES 

Holman’s Illustrated edition of The Living Bible 
Children’s edition of the New International Version 
The New Testament, 1975 
Psalty’s Kid’s Bible, 1991 
Adventure Bible, 1989 

15.5.5 FOR HOME BIBLE CLASSES 

With not-yet Christians: 

The New Living Bible 
Today’s English Version 
New International Version 
With mature Christians: Encourage the use of as many different translations as possible for the 
purpose of comparison. 

15.5.6 FOR AN ALL-PURPOSE BIBLE 

Is there such a book? The New International Version has all the earmarks of such a book. It is 

more readable than the NASB, yet more reliable than many of the freer translations. 
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The quality and future of the NIV is correctly assessed by Sakae Kubo and Walter Specht when 

they write: 

On the whole, one must say that the NIV translation is accurate and clear. It does not have 

the color or striking characteristics of Phillips or the NEB, but it is dependable and 

straightforward. It is more modern than the RSV and less free than the NEB or Phillips. It 

will probably be used widely as the Bible for conservative Christians.4 

15.5.7 FOR THE COMPUTER AGE 

The NET Bible, also known as the New English Translation, is the first of a new generation of 

Bible translations specifically designed to take advantage of computer and Internet technologies. 

This translation is now available free of charge for individual use, and can be downloaded from 

the Internet (www.netbible.org). 

 

The NET strives for accuracy and readability, and contains thousands of notes, both for scholars 

and for other students of the Scriptures. It is accessible to those who may not be able to read or 

acquire the Bible otherwise (e.g., in China). The publishers are seeking review and criticism by 

scholars worldwide. Any corrections or improvements can be quickly implemented. The potential 

uses for such translations employing cutting edge technology are almost unlimited. 

Different versions of the Bible are specifically designed to serve various purposes. How unfair it 

is to judge any version without ascertaining first its intended purpose. The preface of each of these 

versions will generally state the translators’ purpose for their work. Read it carefully. Resist the 

temptation to judge every version on the same basis. Evaluate it in view of its intended purpose. 

Then use it for that purpose in your life and ministry. 

15.6 Review 

To reap the full dividends of your investment in reading and studying this chapter you must pause 

before you press forward. Don’t charge into the next chapter until you have gone back to the 

beginning of this chapter and tackled those questions once again. Can you answer them now? 

When you have mastered those questions and answers you are ready to press onward. 

FOR FURTHER STUDY 

1. Study thoroughly the historical and religious background of the King James Version of 1611. 
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2. Prepare short biographies of the great men behind the English Bible (e.g., John Wycliffe and William 

Tyndale). 

3. More English translations have been published that were not referred to above, especially “study 

Bibles” with extended notes and other readers helps. List three of these newer Bibles that you are 

familiar with and evaluate their helpfulness to you, e.g., how easy to read and understand, how 

helpful the notes, how useful the other resources like maps, indices, glossary, concordance, etc. 

4. If you are able, add some references to the list given below in the Bibliography. 
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16. TRANSLATION — Apparent or Real? 

Preparing the Way 
  

a) How can you ever reconcile Daniel 1:1, which asserts that Nebuchadnezzar attacked Jerusalem 

in the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim, with Jeremiah 25:1, which declares it took place in 

the fourth year? 

 

b) How do you resolve the conflict between the very old age of man proposed by science and the 

very recent age of man presented in Scripture? 

c) Matthew 1:8 speaks of Uzziah as the son of Joram. However the Old Testament (2 Kings 8:25; 

11:2; 14:1, 21) clearly teaches he was Joram’s great-great-grandson. Is this not an error in the 

Bible? How do you explain it? 

 

d) Moses is said to have written the book of Deuteronomy. Yet the final chapter contains the 

detailed account of his death and burial. How can this be? Is this not an anachronism? 

e) Some biblical scholars have pin-pointed the date of the creation of the universe at 4004 B.C. 

The Bible is surely in error at this point, is it not? 

f) How can you believe in inerrancy when 1 Kings 4:26 claims that Solomon had 40,000 stalls of 

horses, and 2 Chronicles 9:25 states he had only 4,000? 

 

g) When the Bible speaks of the sun standing still, is it not using unscientific language that 

reflects the ignorance of the ancient Near East? How can you speak of inerrancy in the face of 

such an obvious scientific error? 

h) Is there not a contradiction between the stance of the Old Testament on polygamy and the 

teaching of the New Testament on monogamy? 

i) It is questions such as these that sow seeds of doubt in the minds of many sincere Christians. 

Do we have answers? Absolutely.  

 

A Story to Illustrate the Issues: How well I remember the first time my faith was really 

threatened. It was in my senior year at a Canadian university. Although that won’t surprise most 

of you, this may: the reliability of the Bible was questioned by a minister, a teacher of the Bible, a 

professor in the department of religion. That year I had chosen as an elective a course on the New 

Testament, not realizing I was stepping into Satan’s stronghold. What a shock! 

The first sign of a problem came when our scholarly professor eloquently held forth on Jesus’ 

reaction in cursing the fig tree. He labelled it as our Lord’s first great sin! In a fit of anger He 

cursed a tree for having no figs at a time of year before figs could be expected. That was only the 

beginning. Lecture after lecture was subtly seasoned with suggestions that were calculated to erode 
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one’s faith in the reliability of the Scriptures. He was a master at excavating “errors” in the Bible. 

Dozens of them were hurled at us. He seemed to delight in embarrassing the naive evangelical. 

The few of us in the class were made to look like simpletons. 

Anachronisms and contradictions were surely there. But were they real errors or only apparent? 

For several months I pondered that question. It drove me to earnest prayer and careful study. 

The problem is by no means recent. Nor is it limited to the experience of a few Christians. In 1800 

the French Institute in Paris issued a list of eighty-two errors in the Bible, which they believed 

would lead to the death of Christianity. In his book, The Bible: Its Origin and Nature, Marcus 

Dods presents the six contradictions in the Gospels that led him to reject the doctrine of 

inerrancy.1 The well-known archaeologist Sir Fredric Kenyon offers still another list of Bible 

contradictions.2 Many readers will remember the disturbing effects of an article Life published 

some time ago entitled “5,000 Errors in the Bible.” 

 

We have already argued for the inerrancy of the original manuscripts. We have demonstrated the 

great reliability of our present English translations. How then, do we explain the contradictions 

and anachronisms in our Bible? Are the errors apparent or real? What are the evangelical’s answers 

to the charge of errors and contradictions in our Bible? 

A careful and unprejudiced examination of several of these “errors” will demonstrate not only that 

plausible and often conclusive explanations are available to us today, but that there are several 

basic propositions that summarize the orthodox answer to these difficulties.3 

16.1 Incomplete Sources 

Proposition One: We recognize that extra-biblical sources are incomplete and therefore 

inconclusive. 

For a typical example of this proposition at work consider the apparent contradiction 

between Daniel 1:1 and Jeremiah 25:1. 

• In the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar King of 

Babylon came to Jerusalem and besieged it. (Dan. 1:1) 

• The word that came to Jeremiah concerning all the people of Judah, in the fourth year of 

Jehoiakim the son of Josiah, king of Judah (that was the first year of Nebuchadnezzar 

king of Babylon). (Jer. 25:1) 

The problem is obvious. Daniel identifies the time of the invasion as the third year, while 

Jeremiah says it was the fourth year. 
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There is an explanation. Recent archaeological discoveries relevant to the time of Daniel have 

demonstrated that a Babylonian calendar existed alongside the Hebrew calendar. Between these 

two calendars there are major differences that bear upon our problem. The Hebrew calendar 

included the year of accession as the first year of the reign of a king. The Babylonian calendar did 

not consider the year of accession as the first year of his reign, but rather the first full year. Daniel, 

writing from Babylon, used the Babylonian calendar. Therefore he did not include the partial year 

of accession as the first year, and says the invasion occurred in the third year of Jehoiakim’s reign. 

However, Jeremiah remained with the remnant in Jerusalem and therefore wrote using the Hebrew 

calendar. This made the year of accession the first year of the king’s reign and places the invasion 

in the fourth year.4 

 

The principle here is obvious. For centuries it has been possible to set Daniel 1:1 against Jeremiah 

25:1 and charge the Bible with an error. This charge rested upon the incomplete knowledge of the 

historians and critics. It stood until an archaeologist uncovered the fact of the two calendars and 

their differences. Now the “error” of Daniel 1:1 and Jeremiah 25:1 is eliminated. There is no 

problem whatsoever. It was only an apparent error. 

 

Extra-biblical sources (history, archaeology, geology, anthropology, etc.) are incomplete. 

Although they have contributed a wealth of knowledge in a host of areas, yet these very areas are 

the subject of continual research. For this reason we must say these extra-biblical sources are not 

conclusive. It is estimated that a mere two percent of the potential archaeological work in the Bible 

lands has been done so far. Obviously the findings are incomplete and inconclusive. When 

someone charges the Bible with an error in the light of our present knowledge from history or 

archaeology, here is one possible line of defense. We confidently assert that it is only an apparent 

error. The validity of this principle has been demonstrated over and over again. 
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Few books have been so attacked as much as the prophecy of Daniel. Because “Belshazzar” was 

nowhere found in any extra-biblical material, for many years he was thought to be an unhistorical 

character. Here was one of the great “errors” in the Bible. But today his name is found on tablets 

that speak of him as “the son of the king.” Now extra-biblical sources authenticate him as a 

historical person. A further problem existed in Daniel 5:1. Was Belshazzar, in fact, the last king of 

Babylon? Extra-biblical sources indicated it was Nabonidus. Again for many years this was 

labelled an error in the Scriptures. Today, however, the evidence is that Belshazzar reigned as 

second in command after his father, Nabonidus, went into semi-retirement in his Northern Arabian 

headquarters at Teman. This explains why Belshazzar offered Daniel the third place in the 

kingdom (Dan. 5:16) for interpreting the dream. He himself occupied the second place. Further 

light from extra-biblical sources have confirmed that he was, in fact, the last king of Babylon.5 As 

the extra-biblical sources have become more complete, these alleged errors in the Book of Daniel 

have come to be recognized only as apparent errors. They appeared to be errors because our extra-

biblical sources were incomplete. 

 

These and hundreds more testify to the valid use of this proposition. Many of the problems that 

still remain can be labelled apparent errors and filed under this category. They appear to be errors 

because our information from extra-biblical sources is incomplete. If that information is 

incomplete, it is also inconclusive. 

Project Number 1 

1. Apply Proposition One to the following accusation or criticism: Because handwriting did not 

exist in the mid-second millennium B.C., Moses could not be the author of the first five 

books of our Bible. 

2. What evidence is there from recent archaeological discoveries to support the Mosaic 

authorship of Genesis-Deuteronomy?6 

16.2 Scientific Errors 

Proposition Two: We recognize that extra-biblical material has been wrongly interpreted. 

 

Many apparent conflicts between science and Scripture can be sorted into this compartment. One 

of the most frequently posed problems relates to the age of the human race. Science commonly 

traces the history of the human race back one hundred million years. The Bible seems to present 

him as a very recent creation. Doesn’t the Bible contradict science here? 
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Orthodox Christianity realizes that people of great knowledge and skill have, nevertheless, made 

interpretations of natural and scientific phenomena and stated conclusions that have been proved 

to be incorrect in the light of later evidence or more thorough research. 

The so-called “Piltdown Man” was a hoax. The announcement of Charles Dawson and Arthur 

Smith Woodward, December 18, 1912, that human remains had been found in Piltdown was 

retracted on November 21, 1953, when it was announced to the world that it all was a hoax 

perpetrated by Dawson. The “Nebraska Man” turned out to be a pig. The “Neanderthal Man” is 

now acknowledged to have been as upright and intelligent as we are today. There is widespread 

debate among scientists as to whether the “Java Man” and “Peking Man” ought to be listed as ape 

or as a deformed man.7 

 

Some years ago in its science section Time (May 17, 1971) reported that a leading anthropologist 

had found that the “Neanderthal Man” who has been used as an explicit evidence of Darwin’s 

theory of evolution was not a sub-human being after all. Evidence now points to the effect that 

such “cave men” were not apish animals but actually a group of human beings who suffered severe 

vitamin deficiencies, thus causing the apish features. This definitely put a thorn in the theory of 

the evolutionist. 

 

For two primary reasons one is quite justified in viewing the date of the human race as interpreted 

by science with some skepticism. First, the methods of dating are open to question. All methods 

are based on the presupposition of uniformitarianism, which considers that climatic conditions and 

rates of decomposition or deterioration have been uniform from the beginning. This presupposition 

ignores the biblical teaching of a universal flood, which obviously would destroy 

uniformitarianism. Also, these methods of dating fail to entertain the appearance of age that 

certainly was present in the creation of Genesis 1-2. That is, if creationism and the flood story are 

accepted, uniformitarianism is no longer a valid presupposition. Second, there is a great scarcity 

of fossil evidence for the age of the human race, a scarcity that is surprising in view of the massive 

abundance of fossils today. Someone has said, “Faith is the substance of fossils hoped for, and the 

evidence of links unseen.” 

 

The admission that extra-biblical sources have been wrongly interpreted recently came from a 

space expert with NASA. A friend of mine asked him if he thought the Bible agreed with science. 

He asked “Which Science? The Science of 1900 or 1920 or 1940 or 1960 or 1980?” He concluded 

by indicating that he would immediately begin to doubt the Bible if and when it ever totally agreed 

with science! Why? Because science is in a constant state of change. 
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The evidence on incorrect interpretations of natural and scientific dates in the past justifies the 

stand of orthodox Christianity. Even in the face of apparent errors and contradictions between 

science and the Bible, we stand fast upon the reliability of the Word of God. We remember that 

extra-biblical phenomena have been, and often still are wrongly interpreted. With this proposition 

the loyal defender of the faith may deflect many diabolical darts designed to destroy our faith and 

God’s Word. 

Project Number 2 

1. How many other scientific interpretations of natural phenomena can you list that have 

recently proven to be incorrect? 

2. Are there any scientific assertions attacking the Bible that you have doubts about, or do 

not know how to respond to? If so, briefly summarize the issues involved. 

16.3 An Incomplete Book              

Proposition Three: We recognize that the biblical record is incomplete and elliptical with 

respect to secular history. Therefore, on occasion it gives the appearance of errors or 

omissions. 

 

This explains the many problems similar to the one in Matthew 1:8: “And to Asa was born 

Jehoshaphat; and to Jehoshaphat, Joram; and to Joram, Uzziah.” 

 

This text seems to claim that Uzziah was the son of Joram. However the Old Testament clearly 

teaches he was the great-great-grandson (2 Kings 8:25; 11:2; 14:1, 21). To some this presents a 

problem. The explanation is obvious. In the Old Testament, New Testament and secular literature 

of the ancient Near East, “the son of” simply means “a descendant of” and may omit several 

generations. Jehu, son of Nimshi, (2 Kings 9:20) was actually grandson (9:2). Christ was called 

“Son of David” (Matt. 9:27) although David lived more than one thousand years earlier. In John 

8:39 the Jews said, “Abraham is our father,” an elliptical statement bridging two thousand years. 

This same style is evident in the secular writings of the day too. King Tirhakah (680 B.C.) of Egypt 

honours “his father” Sesostris III (1800 B.C.) who lived twelve hundred years earlier. 

 

What is the point here? We recognize the Scriptures are incomplete and elliptical. Occasionally 

this does give the appearance of error. Understanding this principle eliminates the apparent conflict 

between the 612 years from the Exodus to the dedication of Solomons Temple, determined by 
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adding up the lengths of reigns of the judges and the kings, and the 480 years of 1 Kings 6:1. These 

two numbers can be harmonized by realizing that the biblical record is often elliptical and that 

there was obviously more than one judge in existence at a time, located in different parts of the 

land. 

 

Kitchen has demonstrated that a harmonization of the kings of Israel and Judah is impossible apart 

from recognizing there were co-regencies in those days. As in the case of the judges above, so in 

this case the biblical record leaves out the details of these synchronous reigns.8The biblical record 

is incomplete. All the details are not given. 

 

The writers of Scripture were extremely selective in their choice of content. Under the guidance 

of the Holy Spirit, they included and excluded material in view of their specific purpose for writing. 

With this in mind, we will also be careful not to place too much value on arguments or lessons that 

are based on silence. This can be an extremely dangerous procedure, and has led to doctrinal 

perversions and practical excesses throughout the history of the church. Beware of arguments from 

silence. Beware of the elliptical nature of Scripture. By its very nature it sometimes gives the 

appearance of contradictions. Many apparent errors can be safely filed in this compartment. The 

incompleteness of the biblical record is the cause of the problem. If we had all the facts, the 

apparent error would be eliminated. 

16.4 Troublesome Illusions 

Proposition Four: We recognize that the original text has been occasionally modernized for 

clarification or for the sake of completeness, and does give the illusion of an anachronism. 

 

What do we mean by an anachronism? It is simply an event placed out of its proper historic time. 

To say Lincoln flew to Gettysburg would be an anachronism. There were no planes in the 

nineteenth century. Modernization of the text of Scripture may, on occasion, give such illusions to 

us today. 

Perhaps the most obvious illustration of this principle at work is in Deuteronomy 34, the account 

of the death and burial of Moses. How could this be written by Moses, the one who orthodox 

Christianity claims is the author of the book? Is this not an anachronism? Does this not require the 

rejection of the Mosaic authorship of Deuteronomy? 
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Certainly not. The most plausible explanation is that Joshua, the successor of Moses, collected the 

books Moses had written, and wrote an appropriate conclusion to them. Under the inspiration of 

the Holy Spirit, he wrote the obituary at the end of the writings of Moses. Joshua’s completion of 

the writings of Moses in Deuteronomy does give the illusion of an anachronism. 

This principle is seen elsewhere. In Genesis 11:31, Moses (writing in the fifteenth century B.C.) 

speaks of Ur of the Chaldees. However, this area in Mesopotamia was not so named Chaldea until 

the eleventh century. This does not mean that Genesis 11 was written after the eleventh century 

B.C. To say this would be to destroy the Mosaic authorship of Genesis. There is another 

explanation. After the fifteenth century B.C., a second city named Ur was built near Haran. 

Therefore it appears that at some later date “of Chaldees” was added in Genesis 11:31 to 

distinguish the Ur of Abrahams home from the new Ur north of Haran. 

 

This same principle bears upon the name of the city built by the Israelites in bondage. If the exodus 

occurred around 1440 B.C., then the building of the city Ramses (Ex. 1:11) was shortly prior to 

this date. However, Ramses the Pharaoh, after whom the city was named, did not come to the 

throne until 1301 B.C. Does this mean the exodus occurred after 1301 B.C.? Not necessarily. There 

is another possibility. The text of Moses may well have been modernized by changing the name 

in Exodus 1:11 and recording the more modern name of the city.9 

 

Project Number 3 

1. Who may have modernized the text? 

2. What is the difference between these “modernizations” and the intentional changes made by 

some scribes? 

16.5 Interpretive Errors 

Proposition Five: We freely admit that the biblical text often has been wrongly interpreted. 

 

It is commonly thought today that such was the case with James Ussher. He was the learned, 

seventeenth-century Anglican archbishop of Ireland who prepared a chronology of biblical events 

and reckoned that the creation of the universe occurred in 4004 B.C. Since the mid-nineteenth 

century this date has been rejected by scholars of science and Scripture. Students of the Bible have 

come to realize that the genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11, as well as those in 1 Chronicles, are not 

closed or tight genealogical records, but rather have some omissions. It is impossible to affirm the 

extent of the omissions or to fix absolute dates prior to Abraham. 
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In this case, as well as in many others, orthodox Christians admit that the Bible text has been and 

still may be wrongly interpreted. This accounts for many apparent contradictions between 

Scripture and history, geography or archaeology. The contradiction is due to an incorrect 

interpretation of the Bible as a result of a faulty theological basis and/or an inadequate 

hermeneutical methodology. 

Project Number 4 

1. Discuss Israel’s errors in interpreting the nature and mission of the Messiah (Luke 24:44, 45), 

as well as the true nature of the Law (Matt. 5). 

2. Discuss the erroneous interpretation of Job 9:6 by the Medieval Church. 

Historically many apparent errors have simply been resolved with the admission that the 

error is ours in the interpretation of the Scriptures. May God ever give evangelical Christians 

the grace not only to refrain from dogmatic interpretations in matters of secondary 

importance, but also to admit their errors in interpretation when the facts demand it. 

16.6 Scribal Errors 

Proposition Six: We recognize that relatively minor errors have come into the biblical text 

through its period of long transmission. 

 

Here is a typical example: 

• And Solomon had 40,000 stalls of horses for his chariots, and 12,000 horsemen. (1 Kings 

4:26) 

• Now Solomon had 4,000 stalls for horses and chariots and 12,000 horsemen, and he 

stationed them in the chariot cities and with the king in Jerusalem. (2 Chron. 9:25) 

One verse reads 40,000; another reads 4,000. This difficulty arose through the error of scribes in 

copying the text. The transmission of numerals was especially susceptible to error. In spite of the 

meticulous care of the scribes to preserve the text, errors did creep into the copies. 

Project Number 5 

1. Identify the textual problem between 1 Corinthians 10:8 and Numbers 25:9. What is the 

solution to this problem? 

2. Identify the textual problem between 2 Samuel 8:4 and 1 Chronicles 18:4. Suggest a possible 

solution to the discrepancy. 
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Consider a slightly more complicated case. In Judges 18:30, some older manuscripts read 

“Moses.” The Authorized Version follows the later manuscripts and reads “Manasseh.” This may 

be the work of scribes who could not believe that a son of Moses would ever set up an idol as 

described in this verse. Probably they changed the name to Manasseh—simply the addition of one 

Hebrew letter. 
 

Although many textual “errors” can be pointed out, it must always be remembered that 

providentially we have more manuscript evidence than any ancient literature to use in identifying 

and resolving such “errors.” Also, the number of serious variants is so few they would fill only a 

page or two of our Bibles and none of these variants affect any doctrine of Scripture. Do not be 

influenced by those irrational critics who maliciously and unjustly scream that the Bible is full of 

errors. 

16.7 Optic Language 

Proposition Seven: We recognize the use of phenomenal language in the Bible, which 

sometimes gives the appearance of contradictions with science. 

 

Phenomenal language is the language of observation. It is experiential, optic language, stating the 

case as it appears to the eye, that is, an average human observer. 

Bernard Ramm explains: 

Its language about astronomy, botany, zoology and geology is restricted to the vocabulary of 

popular observation. What can be seen through a microscope or telescope is not commented 

on. Phenomenal language is true because all it claims is to be descriptive. One is not deceived 

when he sees the sun rise or the sun set. One is deceived only if he artlessly converts his 

observation into theories.10 

 

Such language is frequently used in Scripture. Perhaps the best-known illustration of this type of 

terminology is found in the record of the southern campaign of Joshua’s invasion of Canaan (Josh. 

10). In response to Joshua’s prayer recorded in verse 13, we are told the “sun stood still.” The 

daylight was prolonged until the campaign was successfully completed. This statement has been 

called the most striking incident of Scripture and science being at variance. Opponents of inerrancy 

ask: Does this verse not reflect the imperfect scientific knowledge of Joshua’s day? They thought 

of their earth as the center of the universe and the sun rotating around the earth. Is this not an 

unscientific statement and therefore an error? 
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Not necessarily so. Old Testament commentators C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch explain the language 

here when they write: 

Even the strictest and most literal interpretation of the words does not require us to assume, 

as the Fathers and earlier theologians did, that the sun itself was miraculously made to stand 

still, but simply supposes an optical stopping of the sun in its course—that is to say, a 

miraculous suspension of the revolution of the earth upon its axis, which would make it 

appear to the eye of the observer as if the sun itself were standing still.11 (Emphasis added.) 

 

That such language is quite legitimate is evident from the fact that every almanac, newspaper and 

weather report still designates the time for the sunrise and sunset! 

Such optic language is common throughout Scripture. The atmospheric heavens that surround the 

earth are described as a “firmament” in Genesis 1:6. This noun comes from the Hebrew verb “to 

stretch” or “to spread out.” Then it came to mean “to beat, to hammer, to tread out.” Hence the 

“firmament” is the spreading out of the air around the earth as an atmosphere. This is natural, optic 

language. 

 

Project Number 6 

Study the following verses to discover their use of phenomenal language. How is the atmosphere 

described in each verse? 

Psalm 104:2 Isaiah 40:22  Job 37:18 

      

      

      

16.8 Progressive Revelation 

Proposition Eight: We recognize the fact of progressive revelation, which at times gives the 

appearance of contradiction between the Old and New Testaments, or even between earlier and 

later writers. 
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In the Old Testament era polygamy was widely practiced. It was never condemned openly by God. 

He seemed to tolerate it at least. In the New Testament era monogamy is taught more clearly. Often 

Bible teachers are asked, Is this not a contradiction between the Old and New Testament? 

Although polygamy was not explicitly condemned in the Old Testament, neither was it directly 

approved by God. Some suggest that Israel in the Old Testament era was in ethical and theological 

infancy, and did not come to maturity until the New Testament times. Support for this may be 

found in the transition from law in the Old Testament to grace in the New Testament—a transition 

that is appropriate for people moving from immaturity to maturity. In the period of their infancy, 

God tolerated certain things that He did not tolerate in their maturity. In growing from infancy to 

maturity there was a raising of ethical standards and an advance in theological knowledge. Whether 

or not this explanation is acceptable or correct, the fact remains that there was a progression in 

God’s revelation throughout the history covered by the Bible. 

Such progress in revelation is more apparent perhaps in regard to the doctrine of me Trinity. 

Throughout the Old Testament there are merely intimations of a triune Godhead. In the New 

Testament it is explicit. There is no contradiction. 

 

Project Number 7 
 

How is the principle of progressive revelation demonstrated in the following verses? 

Ephesians 3:1-12  1 Timothy 3:8 ff. 1 Thessalonians 4:16-18  

      

      

      

 

There is progress in the revelation given by God. Many “errors” dissolve merely into apparent 

errors under the scrutiny of this important proposition. 
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16.9 Unresolved Difficulties 

These principles will be useful to resolve most of the apparent contradictions and anachronisms. 

Learn them well. When a problem is raised, ask yourself under which category it fits. Most will 

be easily fitted. However, these do not remove all the difficulties. In facing the unresolved 

difficulties, we ought to keep in mind three very important points. 

First, the burden of proof is upon the critic to prove that the difficulty is indeed an error. The 

Bible claims to be the inerrant Word of God. It has been universally accepted as such for centuries. 

That claim stands until it is proven otherwise. The burden of proof is on the critic. We simply say, 

“Prove it.” 

Second, a difficulty remains only a difficulty and does not move into the category of an error until 

it is proven unequivocally to be an error. This “proof” cannot merely be alleged on ambiguous 

grounds. B. B. Warfield writes: 

Every unharmonized passage remains a case of difficult harmony and does not pass into the 

category of objections to plenary inspiration. It can pass into the category of objections only if we 

are prepared to affirm that we clearly see that it is, on any conceivable hypothesis of its meaning, 

clearly inconsistent with the biblical doctrine of inspiration.12 

 

To say the Bible contradicts science is to say that we know all about geology and anthropology, 

that all the archaeological evidence is in and that we accurately and completely understand the 

Bible. This is a very precarious, if not impossible stance to assume. Who would dare to make such 

a claim? 

To say one verse contradicts another is to presuppose that we have all the facts on the two verses. 

As you can see, therefore, the person who claims the Bible is in error is making an arrogant claim 

of virtual omniscience. A critic is compelled to substantiate any such criticism with complete and 

conclusive evidence. 

Dr. Robert Dick Wilson, a Hebrew professor at Princeton Seminary, was a world-renowned 

scholar. He knew and spoke more than forty-five languages and dialects. Yet he once said, “No 

man knows enough to disprove the inspiration, accuracy and authority of the Bible.” Hear him 

again, “Gentlemen, those things which I do not understand in the Bible, I put down to my own 

ignorance.” What a remarkably humble posture. 
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Every word of God is tested: He is a shield to those who take refuge in Him. Do not add to His 

words, lest He reprove you, and you be proved a liar. (Prov. 30:5, 6) 

 

The third important point to be remembered is that the history of alleged errors is on the side of 

orthodox evangelical Christianity. In 1800 the French Institute listed its eighty-two errors that 

were to destroy the Bible. Today every one of them has been satisfactorily answered. The great 

liberal critic Wellhausen knew of no domesticated camels at the time of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

Therefore, he concluded, Genesis could not have been written by Moses as the Bible claims. He 

denied the unity of the Pentateuch and disputed its Mosaic authorship. Today archaeology has 

provided us with coins showing domesticated camels even before the biblical dating of the 

patriarchs! He spoke on the basis of incomplete and inconclusive extra-biblical sources. Plausible 

explanations have been offered for most of Marcus Dods’ and Sir Frederic Kenyon’s troublesome 

contradictions. 

Though Clark Pinnock has become more liberal in his view of inerrancy, he correctly points out 

that the Bible has often been unjustly attacked. A century ago the book of Genesis was considered 

a hopeless collection of unsubstantiated myths. Moses, it was thought, would have been unable to 

write. 

The Hittites had never existed. The literature was put together with scissors and paste at the hands 

of fairly unintelligent ancient bookmakers. Then the avalanche of discovery in the Near East came 

to bury these preposterous theories. Egyptian and Hittite parallels turned up in abundance. Personal 

names and customs were found echoed in the Amarna letters, the Nuzi tablets and the Ugaritic 

texts. The fanciful criteria for discerning literary strands in the documents of the Pentateuch have 

been subjected to severe criticism and abandoned by many. Writing in the Near East was already 

a well-established art in the second millennium B.C. If critics continue to point to Genesis with 

allegations of “error,” they will do so despite the evidence, not because of it.13 

 

I once heard of a history class that was studying the French Revolution. For a particular assignment 

they were asked to report on the vote that condemned Louis XVI to death. One half of the class 

reported that the vote was unanimous. Some of the students reported it was a majority of one. A 

few declared it was a majority of one hundred forty-five in the total vote of seven hundred and 

twenty-one. 

At first sight this looks like a hopeless contradiction. As a matter of fact, all three reports were 

accurate. You see, actually three votes were taken. On the issue of his guilt, the vote was 
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unanimous. On the issue of his sentence, he was condemned to die by a majority of one hundred 

forty-five. On the issue of his immediate execution, the decision was passed by a majority of one. 

When all the facts are in there is no contradiction! So also with the Word of God. The more the 

facts become available, the fewer the unresolved difficulties and the stronger the inerrancy of 

Scripture. It becomes obvious to us then, that if all the facts were in, the supposed contradictions 

in the synoptic Gospels would quickly disappear, and with them all the others as well. 

In the meantime, difficulties do still remain! We cannot resolve all the difficulties. We cannot hope 

to ever do this as long as our extra-biblical sources are incomplete or subject to wrong 

interpretations, and as long as we bear the limitations of finite minds. How shall we respond in the 

face of the questions we can’t answer, the difficulties we can’t resolve? 

Difficulties in Scripture do not deny inspiration nor destroy inerrancy. They are but mountains yet 

to be scaled and lands yet to be conquered.14 

16.10 Review 

1. List from memory the eight propositions of this chapter. 

2. Turn back to the questions at the beginning of this chapter. Each problem is solved by the application 

of one of these propositions. Can you match the appropriate proposition to each problem? 

3. Which is the most difficult “problem” in the Bible that this chapter has answered for you? 
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17. TRANSLATION — The Result, a Book to Live by 

The law of the Lord is perfect,  

restoring the soul; 

The testimony of the Lord is sure  

making wise the simple. 

The precepts of the Lord are right,  

rejoicing the heart; 

The commandment of the Lord is pure,  

enlightening the eyes. 

The fear of the Lord is clean,  

enduring forever; 

The judgments of the Lord are true;  

they are righteous altogether. 

They are more desirable than gold,  

yes, than much fine gold; 

Sweeter also than honey and the  

drippings of the honeycomb. (Ps. 19:7-10) 
 

A Story to Illustrate the Issues:  Robert G. Lee, well-known author and Bible conference speaker, 

president of the Southern Baptist Convention for three consecutive years, tells the remarkable story 

of an exceedingly costly jewel that for many years was considered of no more value than a mere 

pebble: 

Gustaf Gillman, a Chicago lapidary was at work in his shop, according to the narrative, when 

John Mihok of Omaha entered. Mihok, who was a laborer, drew out of his pocket a rough 

red stone and handed it to Gillman and said, “I want you to cut and polish this.” 

“Where did you get it?” gasped Gillman, as his eyes almost popped out of his head. 

“My father picked it up in Hungary fifty years ago,” was the reply of Mihok. “He thought it 

was a pretty pebble. When I landed in this country, I found it in my valise. It has been lying 

around the house ever since. The children played with it. My last baby cut his teeth on it. 

One night, I dreamed it was a diamond and worth a lot of money, but it’s not a diamond. It’s 

red.” 

“No, it’s a pigeon’s blood ruby,” said Gillman. 
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“What might it be worth?” was the question of Mihok. 

“I’d say anywhere from $100,000 to $250,000,” answered Gillman; Mihok leaned against 

the door. 

The big, rough stone, we are told, cut to a flawless ruby of 23 9/10ths carats. It is believed to 

be the largest ruby in this country and possibly the largest in the world.1 

 

How tragic that the Book that is infinitely more valuable than a thousand jewels is considered of 

so little value by so many today! Hopefully, the study of the making of the Bible has enhanced the 

value of the Book to you, and increased your appreciation of its infinite worth. 

The ultimate test of its value is in its practical impact on your personal life. To conclude our study, 

let us consider several of the prominent purposes of the Scriptures. 

17.1 It Leads People to Christ 

First, and foremost, this is the Book that leads men and women to God. The great English 

translator, William Tyndale, boldly declared: 

The Scripture is that wherewith God draweth us unto Him, and not wherewith we should be 

led from Him. The Scriptures spring out of God, and flow unto Christ, and were given to lead 

us to Christ. Thou must therefore go along by the Scripture as by a line, until thou come to 

Christ, which is the way’s end and resting place. 

This statement stands the test of Scripture itself (Luke 24:27; John 5:39). Is it not through this that 

you have come to know, trust and love your Saviour? The fulfilling of this purpose alone renders 

the Bible a priceless Book. 

 

Project Number 1 

 
1. Who is the central subject of all the Scripture? (John 5:39; Luke 24:27). 

2. What are the Scriptures able to do? (2 Tim. 3:15; John 3:16). 

3. Of what may one be absolutely assured through the Scriptures? (John 6:37, 10:28-30; 1 John 

5:11-13). 
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17.2 It Equips the Christian Worker 

All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof; for correction, for training 

in righteousness; that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work. (2 Tim. 

3:16, 17) 

 

Project Number 2 

The profit of the Scriptures extends into four areas. Consider each of these carefully. What is the 

specific use of Scripture in each of these four areas? 

• Teaching – 

• Reproof- 

• Correction — 

 

• Training in righteousness — 

The orderly sequence of this verse may be viewed from still another perspective. The “teaching” 

acquaints us with the truth. The “conviction” or “reproof makes us aware of our failure to live up 

to the truth. In its “improvement” or “correction” it shows us how to eliminate the failures thus 

exposed. Its “training” is the total education in holiness, which is the result of the first three levels. 

Not only is it profitable, however, it is also sufficient. If our text is to be taken seriously, the 

Scriptures are sufficient to equip us fully for any service for our Master. If you know the Bible as 

you ought to know it and as God intends you to know it, you are equipped to do anything God 

wants you to do. The person who knows the Word is adequate. He is equipped for every good 

work. 

17.3 It Arms the Christian Warrior 

And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.    

(Ephesians 6:17) 

 

The sword of the Spirit is the Word of God. It will be extremely helpful to make a fine distinction 

here between two Greek words. Both are translated “word” in our English Bible, but they must not 

be confused. In Hebrews 4:12 the Bible is designated as the logos of God while in our 

text, Ephesians 6:17, it is called the rhema of God. Logos refers to the Bible as a whole, to the 
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written word of God. Rhema is a much more technical, restrictive term. In Luke 3:2 it is used in a 

solemn sense of a particular word of the Lord that came to the heart of John the Baptist. It is used 

of a Christian confession or a preached word in Romans 10:8, 9 and Ephesians 5:20. A definite, 

specific, preached utterance is classified as a rhema in John 6:63. 

In Ephesians 6:17, the rhema of God bears three distinctives. 

17.3.1 A SPOKEN WORD APPROPRIATE TO THE SITUATION 

When an overwrought parent says to her two quarreling children, “Blessed are the peacemakers,” 

she is using the Scriptures as the rhema of God. When a frustrated embittered Christian reminds 

himself, “Be kind one to another... ,” he is using the Bible as the rhema of God. When a teenager 

faced with a temptation to disobey her parents is confronted by, “Children obey your parents in 

the Lord,” she is feeling the thrust of the rhema of God. How important it is to know the Word of 

God. Cultivate a working knowledge of this Book. Memorize it. It is the rhema of God, the spoken 

word, which is peculiarly appropriate to the situation. It is the sword of the Spirit in your spiritual 

warfare. 

17.3.2 AN AUTHORITATIVE WORD 

It is a spoken appropriate word that carries with it all the authority of God. It is the rhema of God. 

Never forget that Satan and his demonic forces remain subject to that authority even today. In the 

midst of a spiritual conflict, you have at your disposal an arsenal of appropriate words that, if but 

spoken to the enemy, will subdue him. He is subject to the authority behind that word. It was the 

realization of this great truth that prompted Luther to write: 

 
And let the prince of ill 
Look grim as ever he will 
He harms us not a whit 
A Word shall quickly slay him.  

 

It is pure folly to leave the security and safety of the authoritative Word of God to engage the 

archenemy of your soul in open combat. Defeat is certain. Learn the Word. Study it. Memorize it.  

Use it. Then trust in it! If you aspire to victory, confide in the authority of the Word of God. It 

alone is adequate for the foe we face. 
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17.3.3 AN ACQUIRED WORD 

We receive it from the Holy Spirit. It is the “sword of the Spirit.” Students of the language will 

call this a genitive of source. It proceeds from the Holy Spirit. He puts the sword into the hands of 

the believer. He provides the appropriate text. He does this in our witnessing, in our prayer life, 

and also in our spiritual warfare. It is acquired from the Holy Spirit at the time of combat. The 

Holy Spirit brings to the mind of the Christian in the midst of the crisis the very text that is 

appropriate for the situation. 

But can He do this, or will He do this apart from our having learned the text in advance? Hardly. 

As we read, study and memorize Scripture, we store in the files of our minds the great texts that 

will be appropriate for any situation and serve in our spiritual warfare. As we are walking in 

fellowship with the Lord, His Holy Spirit supplies us with the needed weapons from the arsenal 

stored in our minds. 

Computers today can record the entire Bible in one-sixth of a second. On command they can 

reproduce any verse in two-billionths of a second. This gives us some idea of the capability of the 

human brain under the impulse of the Spirit of God. From what has been stored there by study and 

meditation, He can recall and place in our hands for our spiritual defense. 

How important it is then, to protect our communion with the Holy Spirit. A healthy relationship 

with the Spirit of God through confession and submission is an imperative for all who yearn for 

victory. He is the One who puts the sword in our hands! 

If I see the verse correctly then, the successful offence of the Christian is by means of acquiring 

through the Holy Spirit an authoritative word that is appropriate to the particular temptation of 

Satan. 

F. F. Bruce helpfully states: 

 

“The rhema is that utterance of God appropriate to the occasion which the Spirit, so to speak, 

puts into the hand of the believer to be wielded as a sword which will put his spiritual 

assailants to flight.”2 

 

This is the biblical means of resisting the devil. 

Note the weapons and the means: 
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Weapon 

• An Appropriate Word 

• An Authoritative Word 

• An Acquired Word 

Means 

• Cultivate your knowledge of the Bible. 

• Confide in the authority of the Bible. 

• Commune with the Supplier of the Bible. 

Project Number 3 

1. Our Lord is the perfect example for every believer in every area of life. Read Matthew 4:1-11. 

 
a) How do you explain our Lord’s victory over Satan? 

b) How is each of the three answers of our Lord introduced? Which aspect of the rhema is 
emphasized by this phrase? 
 
c) Demonstrate the appropriateness of each of the three “words” answered by our Lord. 

d) How do you suppose He acquired these three obscure verses hidden in Deuteronomy? 

2. Eve is a shameful example of failure and defeat. In view of what you have learned of 

the rhema of God in Ephesians 6:17, how do you account for her fall before Satan? 

17.4 It Guides the Christian Pilgrim 

No single category of questions plagues the minds of believers more, and is posed to pastors more 

often, than questions related to God’s guidance. This is a constant concern for every conscientious 

Christian. And rightly so. Yet there is hope and help for such Christians in the Word of God. 

To each of us is given the sure promise of divine guidance. 

Trust in the Lord with all your heart, And do not lean on your own understanding, In all your ways 

acknowledge Him, And He will make your paths straight. (Prov. 3:5, 6) 
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Again to each of us has been given a gracious and adequate provision for our guidance. 

Thy Word is a lamp to my feet, And a light to my path. (Ps. 119:105) 

 

What a glorious provision! He has given us the Book to guide us through life. The acid test to 

apply to any prospective course of action is this: Is it in obedience to the Word of God? 

But how shall we use the Bible to obtain guidance? This is a question I am frequently asked. No 

doubt you have wondered about this very point. How is it to be used?  

 

Perhaps a few brief principles will be of some practical help.3 

 

First, do not conduct a random search through the Bible for some proof text to give you 

direction. 

Have you read of the man who was seeking guidance by closing his eyes, opening the Bible at 

random, putting his finger on the page, and then opening his eyes to read the text? The first text he 

chose told him Judas went out and hanged himself. Unhappy with the result he tried again. This 

time he fingered the verse which said, “Go, thou, and do likewise.” More discontented than before, 

he tried a third time. He was shocked to read, “What thou doest, do quickly.” This would surely 

be enough to cause anyone to abandon such a reckless and irresponsible procedure. The Bible was 

never intended to be used this way. 

Second, do not resort to Scripture for guidance only at the time of the problem or dilemma. 

Actually the dilemma will test the depth of your regular systematic study of the Bible. The biblical 

message needs to be planted into the very depths of our thinking and attitudes so that it can 

percolate there and become a part of us, so that our real selves will be formed by it. 

Third, we are to act on the biblical principles that govern our lives in all its aspects. Here it is 

again. “Make and follow principles.” This will assist in moving from Paul’s life to yours, from the 

interpretation to the application. 

Fourth, always be true to the context. Never be guided by a text or a principle that is not true to 

its context in Scripture, whether nearby, or in some other book. 
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Fifth, always remember that the Bible as a source of guidance does not eliminate the element of 

struggle.  

Apart from the struggles of discerning His mind, there would be little prayer, less growth and no 

sifting of priorities and values. It is for the cultivation of these rare and precious virtues that God 

schedules for His children those days and weeks of oppressive and agonizing struggle. 

Project Number 4 

Study the following texts. What is the particular contribution of each one to the subject of guidance 

and discerning the will of God? 

1. Psalm 37:4, 5 

2. Colossians 3:15 

3. Romans 12:1, 2 

4. James 1:5 

5. Proverbs 3:5, 6 

17.5 It Accomplishes in the Believer Sanctification 

“Sanctify them in the truth; Thy word is truth.” (John 17:17) 

 

The progressive sanctification of the Christian is his progressive growth into the likeness of Christ. 

It is his progressively being set apart for His use as His possession. It is the work God is doing in 

us today. And what is the means? The Word of God! 

There is no verse in all Scripture that indicates the great importance of the Word of God to our 

spiritual life better than this text. But how does it accomplish this result? How do the Scriptures 

sanctify? 

As a believer is exposed to truths of Scripture, as a person assimilates them, personally studies and 

develops proficiency in using the Scriptures, the Holy Spirit will be progressively molding and 

strengthening the person and setting the person apart as God’s possession for God’s use. 

A child of God in the world is like a diver in the depths of the sea. One is pressed in on every side 

by evil—almost overwhelmed by it. The existence of the diver depends upon the diving suit. And 

what that suit is to the diver, the Word of God is to us. It keeps us from the evil. It separates us 

unto God. How utterly indispensable it is to our daily existence and growth. 



343 
 

In his Lectures to My Students, C. H. Spurgeon shows how anecdotes and illustrations may be used 

to explain a great story: 

A woman is called upon by her minister on Monday, and he finds her washing wool in a 

sieve, holding it under the pump. He asks her, “How did you enjoy last Sabbath’s 

discourses?” She does not recollect, “What was the subject?” “Ah! Sir, it was quite gone 

from me,” says the poor woman. Does she remember any of the remarks that were made? 

No, they are all gone. “Well then, Mary,” says the minister, “it could not have done you much 

good.” Oh, but it had done her a great deal of good; and she explained it to him by saying, “I 

will tell you, sir, how it is; I put this wool in the sieve under the pump, I pump on it and all 

the water runs through the sieve, but then it washes the wool. So it is with your sermon; it 

comes into my heart, and then it runs right through my poor memory, which is like a sieve, 

but it washes me clean, sir.” 

You might talk for a long while about the cleansing and sanctifying power of the Word, and it 

would not make such an impression upon your hearers as that simple story would.4 

 

This Bible is the most precious piece of property possessed by any believer today. Treasure it 

above all else. Read it. Study it. Memorize it. Share it. But most of all, live it. 

Project Number 5 

Set for yourself several goals for your personal devotional reading of the Scripture. They should 

be specific and direct. Make them realistic enough that they can be attained, yet difficult enough 

that they will stretch you. We should have both short-range and long-range goals. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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17.8 The Typical Process of Bible Translation—A Summary 

17.8.1 Shorter 

Background 

In most Bible translation projects, the translators are speakers of the language in which 

translation is being done. They typically work as members of a team and interact with a 

Translation Facilitator and Translation Consultant as they progress through typical stages of the 

translation process. 

Preparation 

Before translation begins, good preparation is essential. This will include consultation with 

church and community leaders, other agencies and partner organizations in order to establish 

goals for the project. The translation team must be selected and plans made for providing 

appropriate training. The preparation phase will also include thorough analysis of the language 

and culture of the community where translation is being proposed. 
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Drafting 

Drafting refers to the phase of preparing a first-draft translation, based on detailed study of the 

source text. The first-draft may be prepared by the team or by one member of the team, 

depending on the team’s preferences. Once the first-draft is complete, it will be reviewed by the 

team and tested with other speakers of the language. The first-draft will then be improved in light 

of this review process.  

The time required for this initial phase will depend on many factors. As teams receive more 

training and gain more experience, the drafting phase typically proceeds more quickly. 

Revision and Review 

Once the first-draft phase is complete, the translation team continues its process of revision and 
review. This typically involves extensive testing with other speakers of the language in order to 
determine whether the translation is communicating accurately and clearly. In many translation 
projects, review committees are organized to assist with this process.  

It is typically during the revision and review phase that a translation consultant meets with the 
team to check the translation. Following this consultant check, the team will continue to revise 
and test the translation with the goal of ensuring that it is accurate, natural and communicative.  

Publication 

During the publication phase, the new translation undergoes a rigorous process established by the 

publisher. This process includes proofreading the entire text, checking for consistent formatting, 

and selecting supplementary material such as illustrations and maps. 

(http://www-01.sil.org/translation/stages.htm)   

17.8.2 In More Detail  

LUTHERAN BIBLE TRANSLATORS 

Fewer than 550 of the more than 7,000 languages in the world have translations of the complete 
Bible. Fewer than 1,300 have a translated New Testament. 

That means about 180 million people today do not have any Scripture available in their language. 
Most of these people belong to minority languages, and many struggle to maintain their identity 
in the shadow of majority culture. Often they have no written language of their own. 

Bible translation involves bridging language and culture to communicate God’s Word clearly 
and effectively. Martin Luther’s early translation, completed in 1534, shaped the Western world. 
By putting God’s Word in the common language, Luther put it into the hands of the common 
people rather than just priests and bishops. 
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The translation process usually involves these steps: 

1. Creating a writing system for oral languages 

Many of the world’s minority languages are oral, meaning they do not have a native system for 
writing. Because language is core to community and individual identity, a writing system must 
be created in close partnership with language speakers. Those who feel pride and ownership in 
how their language is written will be more likely choose to learn to read and write. 

Scripts are chosen based on the dominant script being used in the area. While many languages 
use the Roman alphabet, languages in the Middle East are more likely to use the Arabic script, 
for example. 

2. Training local teachers so everyone can learn to read and write the language 

Literacy is vital. If people cannot read and write, it will not matter if they have a top-notch Bible 
translation in their language! Early in the translation efforts, local teachers are trained to teach 
the community to read in write. 

3. Wrestling with the Biblical text to understand its meaning 

How do translation teams bridge the gap between the ancient communicators and modern 
communicators? Teams must factor in linguistic, ideological, cultural, communicative, 
organizational, ethical and theological considerations. Each decision carries nuanced 
consequences. 

4. Creating a first draft of the Bible translation 

This is, by far, the longest and most involved part of the Bible translation process. 

The first draft is created in sections and entails: 

a. Assuring word choices are familiar and natural to speakers of the local language 

The team reviews and checks the translation piece by piece with other native language speakers 
for meaning, nuance, and comprehension. Every effort is made to assure word choices are 
familiar and natural to speakers of the local language. 

In a single translation project, at least three cultures are in play. For example, the Komba 
translation project in Ghana must balance the traditional Komba culture, the new influences of 
modern Western-influenced culture, and the Ancient Near Eastern culture of the Biblical source 
document. 

b. Confirming the draft is faithful to the Greek and Hebrew texts of the original Biblical 

books 
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When cultures clash, translators must make decisions. 

When possible, words chosen to convey biblical terms and concepts are chosen from words and 
concepts which already exist in the recipient language. Sometimes it works best to domesticate 
the text, modifying the concept so the local audience can understand. (Here’s one example.) 

Translators may add a descriptor within the text to distinguish a biblical concept from a 
traditional concept. For instance, baptism in Kombe is translated as bathing people with God’s 

water to distinguish it from normal bathing and ritual bathing in traditional African religions. 

On rare occasions, a translation team may foreignize the text and explain concepts and nuances 
in word usage at greater length in supporting materials—footnotes, the Bible glossary, and 
Scripture engagement materials. 

5. Keyboarding the translation into a workable printed format 

Though technology is changing the process, and each translation team works differently, early 
drafts are commonly written by hand. When translators work separately on different Bible 
portions in a single language, drafts need to be compiled into one document. 

6. Adjusting style and formatting 

As with any book, style and formatting choices are important elements of preparation for 
publishing. They affect how easy or difficult the book is to read. 

  7. Double checking for tonal and written consistency 

Translations must be checked again for consistency of different elements, including: 

a) Comprehension. Translators check with native speakers in the village to be sure they hear 
and effectively comprehend the text. 

b) Biblical accuracy. Translators check with consultants, experts in the original biblical 
languages, to assure the translated message is consistent with original biblical intent. 

c) Linguistic accuracy. Translators check again with native speakers by checking reverse 
translation, called back translation. Native speakers translate the completed text back into a trade 
language or into English, so it can be analyzed for accuracy of thought and expression. 

8. Review and formal approval by United Bible Societies 

Partnership is integral to the success of Bible translation. In most countries where we work, LBT 
partners with the United Bible Societies (UBS), the world’s biggest translator, publisher, and 
distributor of the Bible. UBS comprises 146 Bible societies operating in more than 200 countries 
and territories. Bible societies work with all Christian churches and many international non-
governmental organizations. Their approval is essential to the success of our translation projects. 
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9. Delivering the approved manuscript to be typeset 

This process is managed by the publisher, and involves preparing the written page for printing, 
choosing fonts, and more. 

10. Double-checking the typeset proof to correct typesetting errors  

11. Sending the final, approved manuscript to the printers 

LBT’s Bibles are usually printed in Korea. 

12. Receiving printed quantities of the finished Bible. 

Completing a Bible translation is a big deal! We celebrate each completed translation with a 
dedication ceremony, which often includes speeches, music, and local dance. Printed Bibles are 
made available for sale, so people can have their own copies. 

Translation, start to finish for the entire Bible, may take as few as eight years, and sometimes 
more than 25. 

Once Bible translation is complete, greater efforts are focused on Scripture engagement and 
literacy. 

http://us.lbt.org/our-work/the-translation-process/ 

This German Bible (this is not praise for myself but the work 
praises itself) is so good and precious that it’s better than all 
other versions, Greek and Latin, and one can find more in it than 
in all commentaries, for we are removing impediments and 
difficulties so that other people may read it without hindrance. 

Martin Luther  
 
(See https://www.academia.edu/31465499/Martin_Luthers_German_Bible ) 
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18. Overview of Bible Translation—History and Methodology 

18.1 Introduction  

The Bible is the most translated and retranslated book in the world. The process of Bible translation 
involves a complex, multidisciplinary effort that is aimed at rendering what is in essence a library 
of diverse literary genres in the various world languages. It consists of the 39 books of the Hebrew 
Scriptures (Old Testament, OT), the 27 books of the Greek New Testament (NT), and an 
Apocrypha or Deuterocanon (DC) of up to 15 books depending on the church tradition. The 
practice of Bible translation is at once a science, an art, a craft, and a technology that benefits most 
from a coordinated team approach. 

A number of applied and theoretical fields of linguistics and biblical studies are employed in the 
translation exercise, together with other disciplines, including anthropology, sociology, 
pragmatics, intercultural communication, orality studies, and literary studies. This sustained 
enterprise is sometimes carried on for many years. In order to understand and appreciate the 
multifaceted character of Bible translation, it may be helpful to view the process from several 
perspectives, including its past history and accomplishments to the present day, the main theories 
that inform Bible translation, the practical principles and procedures whereby it is accomplished, 
and some of the chief ways in which applied linguistics, computer technology, and related studies 
contribute to this worldwide endeavor.  

18.2 High Points in the History of Bible Translation  

A recent major collection of scholarly essays variously surveys the history of Bible translation 
through the ages (Noss, 2007/2011). Here we can draw attention to only a few key developments 
that have highlighted its progress over the past two and a half millennia. The first translations of 
the Hebrew Bible, also known as the Tanakh, were largely informal (e.g., Nehemiah 8:7-8) and 
resulted from Israel's period of exile in Babylon around the fifth century BC, when Aramaic 
gradually became the lingua franca of the Middle East. As the Hebrew language grew less familiar 
to a majority of the people, oral translations or paraphrases of the text, often accompanied by 
commentaries, were made by the rabbis. These Targumim (sg. Targum) were later written down 
and became more or less standardized in different collections and versions (Wegner, 1999, pp. 
201–2). A widely used Targum, known as the Samaritan Pentateuch, was rendered in Syriac, a 
dialect of Aramaic. 

Between 250 and 100 BC, the first translation of the Hebrew Bible was made in Koiné Greek, the 
common language of the Mediterranean world. It is known as the Septuagint (LXX, from the Latin 
meaning “seventy”) because it was allegedly prepared by 70  (or 72) Jewish scholars. It included 
the “apocryphal” or deuterocanonical books, and this became a significant factor in the later choice 
of formally authorized books that constitute the Christian canon. Because this first major 
translation of the Scriptures was the “Bible” used and referenced in citation by most NT writers, 
it was highly influential in the development of Christian vocabulary and theology. 

After Aramaic and Greek, Latin became the language of wider communication in the increasingly 
Christianized Western world, especially in northern frontier regions of the Roman Empire. Latin 
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served as the vernacular for another prominent early translation, the Vulgate (vulgata meaning 
“common”). The OT translation, dating from around AD 405, was rendered from the original 
Hebrew by Jerome (Eusebius Hieronymus), while the Greek NT and DC books were probably 
translated by his protégé, Rufinus the Syrian (Burke, 2007, p. 85). Jerome was distinct in his stated 
endeavor to render the sense of the original text, instead of reproducing the literal form. Although 
he did not always succeed in this effort, his version became the Bible of the Western Church for 
the next 1,000 years. 

The Septuagint and the Vulgate are considered to be primary versions, having been translated from 
the original languages. A number of secondary and tertiary versions based on primary and 
secondary versions, respectively, appeared in the early years of Christianity (ca. AD 400–1000). 
Translations based mostly on the Greek tradition were produced from the third to the seventh 
century in the Coptic languages of Egypt, in the Nubian language of what is today northern Sudan, 
and in Ethiopic, or Ge'ez. 

Armenia became the first officially declared Christian nation in the fourth century. The languages 
of Scripture and liturgy were Syriac and Greek until a monk named Mesrop Mashtots devised an 
orthography and translated the Bible into Armenian in the fifth century. Bishop Wulfila (Ulfilas in 
Greek), a Goth born about AD 311 north of the Black Sea, together with a team of assistants, 
translated the Scriptures from Greek into Gothic so literally that the syntax was more Greek than 
Gothic. Because of his concern regarding the warlike tendencies of his countrymen, he omitted the 
translation of the Books of Kings. 

Members of the Assyrian Church of the East, often referred to as the Nestorians, carried the 
Scriptures in Syriac eastward to India and across Central Asia to China where they produced the 
first translations in Chinese in the seventh century. 

In the ninth century two brothers, Cyril and Methodius, completed a translation for the Slavic 
people in Moravia and Bulgaria. Although none of the original manuscripts survive, their 
translation from Greek was the beginning of Bible translation in Old Church Slavonic. A later 
translation became the first printed edition in 1581. Early in the 18th century, Peter the Great 
ordered a major revision of the Bible in Church Slavonic. Completed and printed in 1751 under 
Empress Elizabeth, it is known as the “Bible of Elizabeth.” This is the official liturgical Bible of 
the Orthodox Churches of Slavic tradition up to the present time. 

The “middle ages” of Bible translation in the West roughly cover the period from Martin Luther's 
German Bible in 1534 to the publication of the English Revised Version in 1885. As with the Latin 
Vulgate, Luther's revolutionary translation was preceded by earlier versions in the language, but 
his rendition was distinct in several crucial respects. First, it was based on the original languages, 
including the new 1516 Erasmus edition of the Greek New Testament. Second, its language was 
more standardized, contemporary, literary, idiomatic, and sound-sensitive than earlier German 
translations. Third, Luther's translation benefited from a scholarly review committee, and fourth, 
it was carried out according to explicit principles of meaning-oriented translation. The widespread 
influence of the Luther Bible in Germany soon extended to all countries affected by the 
Reformation, leading to new Protestant as well as Catholic translations in the principal languages 
of Europe. 
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John Wycliffe led the production of the first Bible in Middle English in 1383, but this was a 
secondary version, based on the Latin Vulgate, and it was a hand-copied edition. Over 100 years 
later, John Tyndale, whose translation convictions ultimately occasioned his martyrdom, was 
inspired and influenced by Luther to render the first New Testament in English based on the Greek 
text (1526), but with reference also to the German version. This led to the first complete English 
Bible published by Miles Coverdale in 1535. Several other English Bibles appeared in subsequent 
years, most under the influence of Tyndale's translation, until the publication of the great, royally 
sponsored “authorized version” of 1611, commonly known as the “King James Version.” A series 
of revisions reflecting textual, translational, and linguistic factors followed over the years, 
culminating in the widely accepted English Revised Version (NT published in 1881; OT published 
in 1885), the first translation to take into serious consideration the modern principles of textual 
criticism. A Catholic tradition of translation in English was initiated by the Douay–Rheims (or 
Rheims–Douai) Bible. Based on the Latin Vulgate, the NT appeared in 1582 and the OT with DC 
books in 1609–10. 

The 20th century occasioned a significant expansion of Bible translation efforts all over the world. 
In most Western countries, this was the age of major revisions and new translations. The latter half 
of the century marked the rise of several influential idiomatic versions and paraphrases, among 
them, Today's English Version (TEV, 1966), now known as the Good News Bible (GNB, 1992), 
and the Living Bible (1971), now known as the New Living Translation (NLT, 1996). 

The “missionary age” of translations when missionaries generally controlled the overall translation 
process extended through most of the 18th to the mid-20th century and resulted in relatively literal 
versions in many languages of South America, Africa, and the Asia-Pacific region. Sparked by the 
popular TEV, a large number of “common language” translations were completed in the major 
world regions by a variety of translation organizations (see below). Today, translation projects are 
normally carried out by highly trained mother-tongue speakers and are accompanied by literacy 
and new reader programs. 

The first decade of the 21st century has been characterized by a more eclectic and flexible 
translation approach that normally makes use of a greater number of supplementary aids such as 
explanatory notes and glossaries, newer publishing formats, and multimedia text delivery systems. 
Frequently, such projects are guided by extensive preliminary research into the specific needs and 
desires of the local language communities concerned. Bible translation in any language is a never-
ending task due to new scientific discoveries and the practical factor of constant linguistic and 
sociocultural change, as well as the religious desirability of having each new generation and speech 
community confront the challenge of thoroughly investigating and clearly communicating the 
Scriptures for themselves in their local circumstances.   

18.3 Results of Bible Translation  

During the first 1,800 years of the Christian era, at least one book of the Bible was translated into 
some 70 languages. Another 460 languages were added in the 19th century, and nearly four times 
that many (1,768) during the 20th century despite two world wars and other major conflicts (Hill, 
2006, p. 82). By the end of 2014, at least a portion of Scripture had been translated and published 
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in 2,883 of the world's languages; however, only 531 languages possessed a complete Bible, and 
of those only about 200 included the DC books. 

The founding of the British and Foreign Bible Society in 1804 and the rise of the Bible Society 
movement during the 19th century greatly facilitated the translation, publication, and distribution 
of vernacular Scriptures. Some of the principal agencies involved in the current worldwide effort 
are the following: Wycliffe Bible Translators (WBT), also known by their academic arm SIL 
International, the United Bible Societies (UBS), Pioneer Bible Translators, Lutheran Bible 
Translators, and Word for the World, among many others. Of the world's estimated 7,100 living 
languages, spoken by some 6 billion people (Lewis, et. al., 2015), well over 4,000 lack any portion 
of Scripture at all. Of these, current estimates suggest that around 350 million people speaking 
2,250 languages do not have access to Scripture texts in a language they understand, whether in 
print, audio, audiovisual, or electronic form. Translation programs are currently under way in more 
than 2000 languages. 

The original biblical texts were written in languages that possessed writing systems and a cadre of 
literate persons, often members of the priestly class. The earliest translations were into Greek and 
Latin, literary languages of international stature. Translation of the Bible into a previously 
unwritten language provides a major impetus for the development of a writing system that is a 
precursor to a literate society. 

Mesrop, for example, is credited with creating the alphabet that he used for the first translation of 
the Bible into Armenian. Bishop Wulfila wanted to have the Scriptures in Gothic, and this meant 
that he would need to create an alphabet and write this previously unwritten language. The 
“apostles of the Slavs,” Cyril and Methodius, faced the same challenge for their Slavic dialect. 
With Cyril's Glogalitic alphabet, later followed by Cyrillic, it was possible to write the Slavic 
language translation that he, his brother, and their friends produced. 

From these early examples to languages like German, English, Yoruba, Malagasy, and many 
others, the requirements of literature have led to the promotion of literacy and new reader 
materials, the production of dictionaries and related reference works, language standardization, the 
stimulation of national literatures, advances in translation theory and training, experimentation in 
machine-adapted translation, as well as other significant aspects of sociocultural and educational 
development.  

18.4 Theories of Translation  

Some 200 years ago, the German theologian and philosopher Friedrich Schleiermacher summed 
up the essence of translation, religious or secular, in terms of two basic alternatives: “Either the 
translator leaves the author in peace, as much as possible, and moves the reader towards him; or 
he leaves the reader in peace, as much as possible, and moves the author towards him” (Lefevere, 
1977, p. 74). Like all popular generalizations, this observation involves an oversimplification and, 
possibly, a certain degree of misrepresentation. As J. Ellington has observed,  
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Any attempt by translators to take the reader all the way to the writer is doomed to frustrate and 
alienate the average reader; yet any endeavor to take the writer all the way to the reader risks 
trivializing the message and creating disinterest. (2003, p. 317) 

All translations fall somewhere along a continuum between a form-focused “literalistic” 
(foreignized, formal correspondence) rendition and a meaning-oriented “paraphrastic” 
(domesticated, functional equivalence) version. 

Theories employed to support a particular approach to the translation task, whether more or less 
foreignized/domesticated, tend to be grounded in one or more of these fields of investigation: 
communication studies, comparative literature, discourse analysis, or cognitive processes 
(Munday, 2009, pp. 20–73). The following paragraphs briefly describe six prominent models and 
methods that explicitly or implicitly inform the work of contemporary Bible translation, each 
exemplified by a recognized proponent or practitioner (Wendland, 2004, pp. 42–80):  

Literalist: Writing about his translation, E. Fox explains, “Rather than carrying across 
(‘translating’) the content of the text from one linguistic realm to another, I have tried to involve 
the reader in the experience of giving it back (‘rendering’), of returning to the source and recreating 
some of its richness” (1995, p. xxv). Unfortunately, however, the reader has to be fairly well 
acquainted with the original languages of Scripture in order to appreciate the results of this 
formalistic methodology in his or her mother tongue. 

Text-linguistic: This approach treats translation from the broad perspective of register analysis, 
comparative pragmatics, semiotics, intertextuality, and discourse texture and types, with special 
emphasis on the key notion of “markedness,” that is, linguistic distinctiveness. Thus, the less 
stylistically marked, or in Hatim and Mason's words, “the less evaluative the text is, the less need 
there will be for its structure to be modified in translation. Conversely, the more evaluative the text 
is, the more scope there may be for modification” (1990, p. 187). The various poetic genres in the 
Scriptures would fit into the latter category. 

Interpretive: According to M. Lederer, “The interpretive theory holds that the process [of 
translation] consists in understanding the original text by deverbalizing its linguistic form, and in 
re-expressing in another language the ideas that were understood and the feelings that were felt” 
(1994, p. 11, in Sterk, 2004, p. 131). This conception of translation is similar to the three-step 
dynamic equivalence approach of analysis, transfer, and restructuring applied in Bible translation 
by Nida and Taber (1969, p. 33). 

Pragmatic: The approach of relevance theory foregrounds one of the Gricean maxims of 
successful communication (Hatim & Mason, 1990, p. 62), namely, “relevance,” which, according 
to E.-A. Gutt “is seen as the cost-benefit relation of processing effort spent versus contextual 
effects obtained” (1992, p. 24, 2000, pp. 31–5). The principal aim is to achieve adequate 
interpretive effect with minimal processing effort. According to relevance theory, an “indirect 
translation” is designed to function on its own and may be freely modified, in terms of making 
implicit information explicit, to achieve maximal relevance for its intended user. A “direct 
translation,” on the other hand, seeks to achieve the closest possible identification with its source-
language text, such as the Scriptures (Munday, 2009, p. 220). 
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Functionalist: This category covers several approaches that have been employed in Bible 
translation. Speech act theory, for example, proposes that the culturally determined nature of any 
text that is part of a given oral or written communication event “determines the interpretation of 
an utterance as performing a particular speech act” (Yule, 1996, p. 48). The sociosemiotic and 
sociolinguistic orientation of functional equivalence holds that “the translator must seek to employ 
a functionally equivalent set of forms which in so far as possible will match the meaning of the 
original source-language text” (De Waard & Nida, 1986, p. 36). This perspective has been 
expanded with a special emphasis on capitalizing on the literary (oratorical) resources of the target 
language, that is, in a “literary functional equivalence” (LiFE) version (Wendland, 2004, pp. 369–
79, 2011, pp. 109–11). Finally, C. Nord develops Skopostheorie as a theory of intercultural 
“communicative action” (1997, pp. 22–3). This theory takes the entire operation of a translation 
project into consideration in the negotiated “brief,” that is, its overall guiding job commission (p. 
30), and the Skopos, the principal purpose for which the translation is made for a particular 
constituency (p. 29). 

Cognitive: This approach also applies to all phases of a translation project, from its initial 
organization to its post-publication testing, with respect to the culturally determined mental 
models, or representations, that influence all aspects of textual and contextual perception and 
interpretation. This process may be broken down into a set of conceptually overlapping and 
mutually interacting “frames of reference,” namely cognitive, sociocultural, organizational, 
conversational, textual, and lexical (Wilt & Wendland, 2008). These interrelated, contextually 
prioritized and arranged perspectives on the world of one's experience “frame” the communicative 
act of Bible translation with reference to the original text as well as its rendering in another 
language and culture (worldview, way of life, value system, etc.). Therefore, “translations, which 
normally involve transfer of meaning not just across language but also across culture, will be 
interpreted in the light of different frames from those of the original author and audience. This 
means that a translation must do more than duplicate words, it must duplicate the situational frames 
those words originally referred to” (Hoyle, 2008, p. 7).  

18.5 Practical Principles and Procedures  

Many manuals and workbooks are available that survey, exemplify, and put into practice the major 
principles and procedures of Bible translation according to the general communication theory that 
has been adopted (e.g., Nida & Taber, 1969; Barnwell, 1986; De Waard & Nida, 1986; Gutt, 2000; 
Wilt & Wendland, 2008; Hill et al, 2011). Therefore, we will simply highlight by way of a series 
of questions some of the important issues pertaining to this multifaceted process that need to be 
considered by the translation community:  

• Canon: Which books of Christian Scriptures are to be translated, only the 66 authorized 
texts of the Protestant canon, or will the additional books of the Catholic or Orthodox 
Deuterocanon be included? 

• Text: Which text of the original Scriptures is to be used as the primary translation base 
(e.g., the Hebrew Masoretic Text; the Greek text published by the United Bible Societies), 
and how are important text critical problems to be decided in cases of controversy? 

• Brief: According to its “job description,” what are the principles in terms of organizational 
structure and management policies that will guide and govern the project, and what will its 
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principal communicative goal (Skopos) be in view of the intended audience? In light of the 
preceding, how will translators and support staff be trained and equipped to fulfill their 
respective assignments? 

• Modus operandi: How will members of the translation team and review committees be 
coordinated to operate together in harmony during the process of composing, cross-
checking, reviewing, testing, revising, and publishing the various draft texts? 

• Methodology: What are the specific translation guidelines and techniques that will be 
adopted to handle the various translation problems that may arise, especially in areas of 
possible disagreement (e.g., how to handle crucial key terms and technical vocabulary)? 

• Training and technology: Which courses of study are available to train translators and to 
progressively improve their skills? What tools and resources are on hand, or are still 
needed, to sufficiently equip the translators to carry out their work (e.g., Bible 
commentaries, lexicons, translation handbooks and journals, computer programs and 
equipment, access to the Internet for information and interaction)? 

• Engagement: How will the project organizers or translation agency involved promote full 
and accurate use among individuals and churches of the translation portions that are being 
produced and the complete version that is eventually published (e.g., testing draft portions, 
organizing seminars on Scripture interpretation and application, holding classes in Bible 
schools and seminaries)?   

18.6 Some Essential Applications of Applied Linguistics in Bible Translation  

As Bible translation efforts continue to multiply in manifold ways the world over, a number of 
issues pertaining to applied linguistics and related studies maintain their relevance, some with 
greater urgency now than in the past. Our survey concludes with a summary of these major areas 
of ongoing research, testing, and information sharing:  

Dialectology: It is not only a matter of deciding whether a certain language and speech community 
is still viable for supporting a new Bible translation (or revision). A project must also determine 
which dialect and sociolect would provide the most widely acceptable sociolinguistic basis for any 
version under consideration. In addition, research is needed into areas such as the appropriate level 
of language for the group concerned, the use of ideologically sensitive terms such as those for race 
and gender.  

Paratext: A project must decide which supplementary helps (e.g., cross-references, marginal 
notes, book and chapter introductions, illustrations, glossary entries, a basic concordance or index) 
are most necessary to increase the average person's comprehension of the biblical text. 
Corresponding equivalents for nonprint media productions, such as aural or video Scriptures, must 
also be determined, plus how to coordinate all these auxiliary aids so that they complement the 
biblical text itself. 

Format: Printed Bibles are still the most popular by far, although how much they are actually used 
in comparison with other media needs to be researched for a specific target group. In any case, the 
standard format for publishing Bibles is relatively dense and unwelcoming to the reader. Research 
is also needed to discover how the text can be displayed to promote greater legibility and 
intelligibility in keeping with the medium of transmission being used (e.g., for print: larger type, a 
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single print column, unjustified right margins, the use of strategic space on the page; for electronic 
copy: shorter sections and many more options available for textual display). 

Orality: This factor closely relates to the preceding issue in that the Scriptures are meant to be 
heard aloud, and therefore translations must be carefully composed with the crucial oral–aural 
dimension in mind. The Bible is heard much more often than it is read by individuals from a printed 
page; therefore it is logical that the characteristics of orality should be given prime consideration 
during the entire production process. Careful research is needed to determine the possibility of 
functionally matching the literary genres and linguistic styles of the biblical texts with oral or 
written genres and styles of the translation language. 

Technology: New developments in electronic media are making correspondingly novel platforms 
for Scripture publication and distribution available (e.g., via the ubiquitous Internet and personal 
cell phones or tablets). Ongoing analysis will be needed to evaluate the effectiveness of new media 
in these ever-changing technologies compared to older media (e.g., print, radio, audio, 
audiovisual). Present tools and resources may need to be improved to better serve the translators 
in ongoing training and in the performance of their everyday tasks (e.g., Paratext, Translator's 
Workplace, Biblical Analysis Research Tool [BART]). 

Biblical illiteracy: This is proving to be one of the most challenging current issues in the field of 
Bible translation. There are two major concerns: first, how to accurately discern and document the 
widespread phenomenon of general ignorance about the content and setting of the Scriptures; 
second, how to effectively combat this deficiency by providing a more suitable hermeneutical 
context for understanding, one that is appropriate both for the medium of transmission and for the 
intended audience group. 

There is every indication that, in addition to its contribution to intercultural communication and 
increased knowledge of the biblical text, the multidisciplinary effort of Bible translation will 
continue to enrich and be enriched by all the fields of academic and practical study that it engages. 

SEE ALSO: Assessment of Translation; Cultural Approaches to Translation; Functional 
Approaches to Translation; Literary Translation; Norms of Translation; Sociological Approaches 
to Translation; Strategies of Translation; Teaching and Learning of Translation; Translation 
Theory; Translation Tools  
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19. APPENDIX: Review—How We Got the Bible 

19.1 The Canon of the Old Testament 

The word “canon” (Gk. for “a rule”) is applied to the Bible in two ways: first, in regard to the Bible 
as the church’s standard of faith and practice, and second, in regard to its contents as 
the correct collection and list of inspired books. The word was first applied to the identity of the 
biblical books in the latter part of the fourth century A.D., reflecting the fact that there had recently 
been a need to settle some Christians’ doubts on the matter. Before this, Christians had referred 
to the “Old Testament” and “New Testament” as the “Holy Scriptures” and had assumed, rather 
than made explicit, that they were the correct collections and lists. 

The Causes of Uncertainty about the OT Canon 

The Christian OT corresponded to the Hebrew Bible, which Jesus and the first Christians 
inherited from the Jews. In the Gentile mission of the church, however, it was necessary to use 
the Septuagint (a translation of the OT that had been made in pre-Christian times for Greek-
speaking Alexandrian Jews; see The Septuagint). Because knowledge of Hebrew was 
uncommon in the church (esp. outside Syria and Palestine), the first Latin translation of the OT 
came from the Septuagint and not from the original Hebrew. Where there was no knowledge of 
Hebrew and little acquaintance with Jewish tradition, it became harder to distinguish between 
the biblical books and other popular religious reading matter circulating in the Greek or Latin 
language. These factors led to the uncertainty about the composition of Scripture, which the 
coiners of the term “canon” sought to settle. 

Did the Hebrew Bible Contain the Same Books as Today’s OT? 

The above analysis assumes that the Hebrew Bible, which the church inherited in the first 
century, comprised the same books as it does today, and that uncertainty developed only later. 
Many in modern times have denied this view, but for mistaken reasons. 

Are the Sections of Scripture Arbitrary Groups, Canonized in Different Eras? 

Until recently, the accepted critical view was that the three sections of the Hebrew Bible—the 
Law, the Prophets, and the Writings (or Hagiographa)—were arbitrary groupings of books 
acknowledged as canonical in three different eras: the first section in the time of Ezra and 
Nehemiah (5th century B.C.); the last section at the synod of Jabneh or Jamnia (as late 
as A.D. 90); and the middle section sometime in between (perhaps in the 3rd century B.C.). The 
reasons given for the datings were as follows: (1) Because the Samaritans acknowledged only 
the Pentateuch (the five books of the Law) as Scripture, therefore the Pentateuch must have 
constituted the whole Jewish canon when the Samaritan schism took place at the time of Ezra 
and Nehemiah. (2) Because the synod of Jamnia discussed the canonicity of Ecclesiastes, the 
Song of Solomon, and presumably the other three books with which some rabbis had problems 
(Ezekiel, Proverbs, and Esther), these must still have been outside the Canon at the time. (3) 
Chronicles and Daniel, which are found in the Writings section of the Hebrew Bible, would have 
belonged more naturally with Kings and the oracular Prophets than with the Hagiographa; from 
this it was concluded that the Prophets section had been closed too soon to include them. 
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Recent study, however, has demolished this hypothesis. The five books of the Law are obviously 
not an arbitrary grouping. They follow a chronological sequence, concentrate on the Law of 
Moses, and trace history from the creation of the world to Moses’ death. Moreover, the Prophets 
and the Writings, if arranged in the traditional order recorded in the Talmud (seechart), are not 
arbitrary groupings either. The Prophets begin with four narrative books—Joshua, Judges, 
Samuel, and Kings—tracing history through a second period, from the entry into the Promised 
Land to the Babylonian exile. They end with four oracular books—Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, and 
the Book of the Twelve (Minor Prophets)—arranged in descending order of size. The 
Hagiographa (Writings) begin with six lyrical or wisdom books—Psalms, Job, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, and Lamentations—arranged in descending order of size, and 
end with four narrative books—Daniel, Esther, Ezra–Nehemiah, and Chronicles—covering a 
third period of history, the period of the exile and the return. (The remaining book of the Writings, 
Ruth, is prefixed to Psalms, since it ends with the genealogy of the psalmist David.) The four 
narrative books in the Hagiographa are this time put second, so that Chronicles can sum up the 
whole biblical story, from Adam to the return from exile, and for this reason also Ezra–Nehemiah 
is put before Chronicles, not after it. A small anomaly is that the Song of Solomon is in fact 
slightly shorter than Lamentations, not longer, but it is put first to keep the three books related to 
Solomon together. That Daniel is treated as a narrative book may be surprising, but it is 
undeniable that it begins with six chapters of narrative. 

The Traditional Order of OT Canonical Books according to the Talmud 

The Law 

Chronological (from the creation of the world to Moses’ death): Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, 
Deuteronomy 

The Prophets 

Narrative books (from the entry into the Promised Land to the Babylonian exile): Joshua, Judges, Samuel, 
Kings 

Oracular books (in descending order of size): Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, The Book of the Twelve 

The Writings 

Lyrical/wisdom books (in descending order of size): Psalms (with Ruth prefixed), Job, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Lamentations 

Narrative books (from the period of exile to the return): Daniel, Esther, Ezra–Nehemiah, Chronicles 

Each of the three sections of the OT canon has a narrative component, covering one of three 
successive periods of history, and a literary component, representing one of three different types 
of religious literature: law, oracles, and lyrics or wisdom. The narrative material is, as far as 
possible, arranged in chronological order, and the literary material, when not united with the 
narrative material (as in the Pentateuch), is arranged in descending order of size. The shape of 
the Canon is therefore no accident of history but a work of art, and in its final form must be due 
to a single thinker, living before c. 130 B.C., when the three sections are first mentioned in the 
Greek prologue to Sirach (in the Apocrypha). 

The datings assigned to the recognition of the three sections are also misconceived. First, it is 
now known that the Samaritans continued to follow Jewish customs long after the time of Ezra 
and Nehemiah, and that the schism did not become complete until the Jews destroyed the 
Samaritan temple on Mount Gerizim in about 110 B.C. It seems that the Samaritans only then 
rejected the Prophets and Writings because of the recognition those books give to the temple at 
Jerusalem. 
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Second, the problems that some rabbis had with as many as five biblical books do not mean that 
those books were outside the Canon, since the rabbinical literature notes similar problems with 
many other biblical books, including all five books of the Pentateuch. The problems with the five 
disputed books may have been particularly difficult, but they, too, were eventually solved in the 
same way as the other problems. There was no “synod of Jamnia” but simply a discussion at its 
academy that confirmed the canonicity of Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon—though that 
discussion did not end the controversy. Esther, in particular, continued to be discussed long 
after A.D. 90. Further, the same kinds of questions were raised about Ezekiel, which is found in 
the Prophets, not in the Writings; if the reasoning of the critical view were sound, then the 
Prophets also could not have been in the Canon, which would be absurd. 

Third, contrary to what the critical view suggested, there would have been no strong incentive to 
put Chronicles and Daniel in the Prophets, since they were both being treated as narrative 
books relating to the final period of OT history and therefore belonging in the Hagiographa. 

Was There a Distinct Alexandrian Canon? 

A further fallacious argument that many critics have used to show that the OT canon was still 
open at the beginning of the Christian era is the hypothesis of a distinct Alexandrian canon, 
including at least some of the apocryphal books. For discussion of this argument, see the 
discussion of “How the Greek and Latin Translations Came to Contain the Apocrypha,” in The 
Apocrypha. 

Did the Qumran Sect Have a Broader OT Canon? 

The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran has turned the attention of critics to the 
pseudepigrapha—notably 1 Enoch, The Testament of Levi, Jubilees, and The Temple Scroll. It 
is today frequently claimed that the men of Qumran (probably Essenes) had a broad canon that 
included these books. But it should be noted that (1) the pseudonyms used in these works 
belong to the biblical period, indicating a recognition that prophetic inspiration had now ceased; 
(2) the inspiration claimed at Qumran was an inspiration to interpret the Scriptures, not to add to 
them; (3) the quotations from authoritative works made in the Qumran writings are almost 
exclusively from the OT books, and the formulas used for quoting Scripture are not used with the 
few quotations from elsewhere; and (4) though the Essenes may have added an interpretative 
appendix to the three standard sections of the OT canon, containing their favored 
pseudepigrapha, it is significant that they did not try to insert them into the three standard 
sections, which were now evidently closed (i.e., seen as complete). 

The Truth about the OT Canon 

So much for fashionable errors regarding the assembling and recognition of the OT canon. The 
true evidence of the process is comparatively simple. First, it was recognized from ancient times 
that, if revelation was to be preserved, it needed to be written down (see Ex. 17:14; Deut. 31:24–
26; Ps. 102:18; Isa. 30:8). This process of writing the words had been begun by God himself at 
Mount Sinai, when he gave Moses the two tablets of stone with his own words written on them: 
“The tablets were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, engraved on the 
tablets” (Ex. 32:16). These tablets were deposited in the ark of the covenant (Deut. 10:5) and 
were the basis of the covenant relationship between God and his people. Then, later writings 
were added to “the Book of the Covenant” (see Ex. 24:7; Josh. 24:26; 2 Kings 23:2). A 
significant object lesson on the importance of preserving God’s words in written form was the 
later discovery of the Book of the Law by Hilkiah, after it had been lost during the reigns of 
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Manasseh and Amon: its teaching came as a great shock because it had been forgotten (2 
Kings 22–23; 2 Chronicles 34). 

Second, on great national occasions the Book of the Law was read to the people (Ex. 24:7; 2 
Kings 23:2; Neh. 8:9, 14–17, etc.). Deuteronomy provides for it to be read regularly every seven 
years (Deut. 31:10–13). An extension of the same practice was the later reading of the 
Pentateuch in the synagogue on the Sabbath, supplemented by a reading from the Prophets 
(Luke 4:16–20; Acts 13:15, 27; 15:21, etc.). 

Third, Deuteronomy was to be laid up in the sanctuary (Deut. 31:24–26), and that was where 
Hilkiah found the Book of the Law (2 Kings 22:8; 2 Chron. 34:15). It is known from Josephus and 
the earliest rabbinical literature that the practice of laying up the Scriptures in the temple still 
continued down to the first century A.D. To lay up any book there as Scripture must have been a 
solemn and carefully deliberated act of national significance. 

Fourth, the calendar of the book of 1 Enoch, followed at Qumran, seems to have been devised 
in about the third century B.C. so as to avoid having any dated act recorded in the Scriptures 
occur on the Sabbath. At least 10 (and probably more) of the present OT books are shown to be 
acknowledged as canonical at this time by this listing. 

Fifth, Sirach 44–49, written about 180 B.C., provides a catalog of famous men, and these are 
probably all meant to be biblical figures, since they are all now found in the Bible. The end 
of Sirach 49 sums them up, while chapter 50 moves on to describe Simon the son of Onias, a 
later worthy figure not found in the Bible. Accounting for these men raises the number of books 
to at least 16 for which there is specific extrabiblical attestation to canonicity. 

Sixth, Josephus relates that the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes first became distinct and 
rival schools of thought in the time of Jonathan Maccabeus (d. 143 B.C.). To alter the Canon after 
this time would have been very controversial, and can hardly have occurred. So the Canon must 
have been acknowledged as closed before 143 B.C. 

Seventh, the final touches may have been put to the Canon in 165 B.C. by Judas Maccabeus 
(making it a listed collection of 24 books in three sections, beginning with Genesis and ending 
with Chronicles; seechart), when he gathered the scattered Scriptures after Antiochus’s 
persecution (2 Macc. 2:14). This is the Bible that, two centuries later, the NT and other first-
century writings reflect. 

Eighth, in spite of numerous differences between Jesus and the Jewish religious leaders of his 
time, there is no record of any dispute between them, or any later dispute with Jesus’ apostles, 
over which OT books were canonical. The OT canon accepted by the early church was identical 
to the canon of books accepted by the Jewish people. 

Ninth, Jesus and the NT authors quote the words of the OT approximately 300 times (seeOld 
Testament Passages Cited in the New Testament; uncertainty about the exact number arises 
because of a few instances where it is not clear whether it is an OT quotation or only an echoing 
expression using similar words). They regularly quote it as having divine authority, with phrases 
such as “it is written,” “Scripture says,” and “God says,” but no other writings are quoted in this 
way. Occasionally the NT writers will quote some other authors, even pagan Greek authors, but 
they never quote these other sources as being the words of God (see notes on Acts 17:28; Titus 
1:12–13; Jude 8–10, 14–16), as they do the canonical OT books. 
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Tenth, Josephus (born A.D. 37/38) explained, “From Artaxerxes to our own times a complete 
history has been written, but has not been deemed worthy of equal credit with the earlier record, 
because of the failure of the exact succession of the prophets” (Against Apion 1.41). Josephus 
was aware of the writings now considered part of the Apocrypha, but he (and, he implies, 
mainstream Jewish opinion) considered these other writings “not … worthy of equal credit” with 
what are now known as the OT Scriptures. 

Eleventh, additional Jewish tradition after the time of the NT also expresses the conviction that 
no more prophetic writings had been given after the time of the last OT prophets Haggai, 
Zechariah, and Malachi (see Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 9b; Sotah 48b; Sanhedrin 11a; 
and Midrash Rabbah on Song of Songs 8.9.3). 

Sound historical study shows, therefore, that the Hebrew OT contains the true canon of the OT, 
shared by Jesus and the apostles with first-century Judaism. No books are left out that should 
be included, and none are included that should be left out. 

19.2 The Canon of the New Testament 

The foundations for a NT canon lie not, as some would assert, in the needs or the practices of 
the church in the second, third, and fourth centuries A.D., but in the gracious purpose of a self-
revealing God whose word carries his own divine authority. Just as new outpourings of divine 
word-revelation accompanied and followed each major act of redemption in the ancient history of 
God’s people (the covenant with Adam and Eve, the covenant with Abraham, the redemption 
from Egypt, the establishment of the monarchy, the exile, and the restoration), so when the 
promised Messiah came, a new and generous outpouring of divine revelation necessarily 
ensued (see 2 Tim. 1:8–11; Titus 1:1–3). 

The OT Authorization 

The prospect of a NT Scripture to stand alongside the OT was anticipated, even authorized, in 
the OT itself, embedded in the promise of God’s ultimate act of redemption through the Messiah, 
in faithfulness to his covenant (Jer. 31:31–33; cf. Heb. 8:7–13; 10:16–18). Jesus taught his 
disciples after his resurrection that “the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms” 
predicted not only the Messiah’s suffering and resurrection but also that “repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem” 
(Luke 24:44–48). Prophetic passages such as Isaiah 2:2–3; 49:6; and Psalm 2:8 spoke of a time 
when the light of God’s grace in redemption would be proclaimed to all nations. It naturally 
follows that this proclamation would eventuate in a new collection of written Scriptures 
complementing the books of the old covenant—both from the pattern of God’s redemptive work 
in the past (mentioned above) and from the actual writing ministry of some of Jesus’ apostles 
(and their associates) in the accomplishment of their commission. 

The Commission of Jesus 

God, who spoke in many and various ways in times past, chose to speak in these last days to 
mankind through his Son (see Heb. 1:1–2, 4). Bringing this saving message to Israel and the 
nations was a crucial part of the mission of Jesus Christ (Isa. 49:6; Acts 26:23), the Word made 
flesh (John 1:14). He put this mission into effect through chosen apostles, whom he 
commissioned to be his authoritative representatives (Matt. 10:40, “whoever receives you 
receives me”). Their assignment was to “bring to … remembrance,” through the work of the 
Spirit, his words and works (John 14:26; 16:13–14) and to bear witness to Jesus “in Jerusalem 
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and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8; cf. Matt. 28:19–20; Luke 
24:48; John 17:14, 20). In time, the apostolic preaching came to written form in the books of the 
NT, which now function as “the commandment of the Lord and Savior through your apostles” (2 
Pet. 3:2). 

Paul and the other apostles wrote just as they preached: conscious of Jesus’ mandate. From the 
beginning, the full authority of the apostles (and prophets) to deliver God’s word was recognized, 
at least by many (Acts 10:22; Eph. 2:20; 1 Thess. 2:13; Jude 17–18). This recognition is 
accordingly reflected in the earliest non-apostolic writers. For example, Clement of Rome 
attested that “The apostles received the gospel for us from the Lord Jesus Christ; Jesus the 
Christ was sent forth from God. So then Christ is from God, and the apostles are from Christ. 
Both, therefore, came of the will of God in good order” (1 Clement 42.1–2 written c. A.D. 95). 

The Recognition of New Covenant Scriptures 

As God’s word to mankind, the “God-breathed” Scripture (2 Tim. 3:16) is self-attesting, and thus 
the Canon may be said to be self-establishing. Yet history records that for centuries there were 
variations in local church practice and disagreements among churches and early theologians 
about several books of the NT. Such variations, however, are not unexpected, given that the 
process of recognition involved more than two dozen books that came into being over a period 
of perhaps 50 years, circulating unsystematically to churches as they were springing up in 
widely diffused parts of the Roman Empire. 

In its deliberations about the particular books that make up the canon of Scripture, the church 
did not sovereignly “determine” or “choose” the books it most preferred—whether for 
catechetical, polemical, liturgical, or edificatory purposes. Rather, the church saw itself as 
empowered only to receive and recognize what God had provided in books handed down from 
the apostles and their immediate companions (e.g., Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.preface; 3.1.1–
2). This is why discussions of the so-called “criteria” of canonicity can be misleading. Qualities 
such as “apostolicity,” “antiquity,” “orthodoxy,” “liturgical use,” and “church consensus” are not 
criteria by which the church autonomously judged which documents it would receive. The first 
three are qualities the church recognizes in the voice of its Savior, to which voice the church 
willingly submits itself (“My sheep hear my voice … and they follow me,” John 10:27). 

The Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John (the earliest Gospels known) gained 
universal acceptance while arousing very little controversy within the church. If the latest of 
these, the Gospel of John, was published near the end of the first century (as most scholars 
think), it is remarkable that its words are echoed around A.D. 110 in the writings of Ignatius of 
Antioch, who also knew Matthew, and perhaps Luke. At about the same time, Papias of 
Hierapolis in Asia Minor received traditions about the origins of Matthew’s and Mark’s Gospels, 
and quite probably Luke’s and John’s. In the middle of the second century, Justin Martyr in 
Rome reported that the Gospels (apparently the four)—which he calls “memoirs of the 
apostles”—were being read and exposited in Christian services of worship. 

In 2 Peter 3:16, a collection of at least some of Paul’s letters was already known and regarded 
as Scripture and therefore enjoyed canonical endorsement. Furthermore, a collection (of 
unknown extent) of Paul’s letters was known to Clement of Rome and to the recipients of his 
letter in Corinth before the end of the first century, then also to Ignatius of Antioch and Polycarp 
of Smyrna and their readers in the early second century. The Pastoral Letters (1–2 Timothy and 
Titus), rejected as Paul’s by many modern critics, are attested at least from the time of Polycarp. 
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By the end of the second century a “core” collection of NT books—21 of the 27—was generally 
recognized: four Gospels, Acts, 13 epistles of Paul, 1 Peter, 1 John, and Revelation. By this time 
Hebrews (accepted in the East and by Irenaeus and Tertullian in the West, but questioned in 
Rome due to doubts about authorship), James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, and Jude were only 
minimally attested in the writings of church leaders. This infrequent citation led to the expression 
of doubts by later fathers (e.g., Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 2.23.25). Yet, by some time in 
the third century, codices (precursors of the modern book form, as opposed to scrolls) 
containing all seven of the “general epistles” were being produced, and Eusebius reports that all 
seven were “known to most.” 

An unusual case is the book of Revelation, which seems to have been accepted everywhere at 
first (in the West by Justin, Irenaeus, the Muratorian Fragment, and Tertullian; in the East by 
Clement of Alexandria and Origen). But due to its exploitation by Montanists and others, it was 
criticized by Gaius, a Roman writer in the early third century. Several decades later, Dionysius of 
Alexandria, while not rejecting the book, argued that it could not have been written by the 
apostle John. These factors led to enduring doubts in the East and to Revelation’s absence from 
later Eastern canon lists, though its reputation in the West did not suffer. 

To complicate matters, many documents were produced in the course of the second century 
which in some way paralleled or imitated NT books. Many of these made some claim to apostolic 
authority, and some gained considerable popularity in certain quarters. One or more “Gospels” 
written in Aramaic attracted interest because of a presumed connection to an original Aramaic 
Matthew. Other “Gospels” were essentially combinations of the four (i.e., The Gospel of 
Peter and The Egerton Gospel), a practice that culminated in Tatian’s Diatessaron, a harmony of 
the four (c. A.D. 172), which was the first form of the Gospels translated into Syriac. 

There was a profusion of “Acts” literature, usually following, in novel-like fashion, the fictional 
exploits of a single apostle (Paul, John, Andrew, Peter). Letters forged in the name of Paul (To 
the Laodiceans, To the Alexandrians, 3 Corinthians) sought to attract adherents to an 
assortment of special causes. Works in various genres written to advance unorthodox 
interpretations of Christianity often borrowed the names of apostles (Apocryphon of 
John, Gospel of Thomas). In addition, a few writings, probably never intended to be regarded as 
Scripture, were honored as such by some Christians partly because of assumed authorship by 
companions of apostles (1 and 2 Clement, The Letter of Barnabas, The Shepherd of Hermas). 

By the 240s A.D. Origen (residing in Caesarea in Palestine) acknowledged all 27 of the NT books 
but reported that James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, and Jude were disputed. The situation is 
virtually the same for Eusebius, writing about 60 years later, who also reports the doubts some 
had about Hebrews and Revelation. Still, his two categories of “undisputed” and “disputed but 
known to most” contain only the 27 and no more. He named five other books (The Acts of 
Paul, The Shepherd of Hermas, The Apocalypse of Peter, The Letter of Barnabas, and The 
Didache) which were known to many churches but which, he believed, had to be judged as 
spurious. 

In the year A.D. 367 the Alexandrian bishop Athanasius, in his annual Easter letter, gave a list of 
the NT books which comprised, with no reservations, all 27, while naming several others as 
useful for catechizing but not as scriptural. Several other fourth-century lists essentially 
concurred, though with various individual deviations outside of the most basic core (four 
Gospels, Acts, 13 epistles of Paul, 1 Peter, 1 John). Three African synods—at Hippo Regius 
in A.D. 393 and at Carthage in 397 and 419—and the influential African bishop Augustine 
affirmed the 27-book Canon. It was enshrined in Jerome’s Latin translation, the Vulgate, which 
became the normative Bible for the Western church. In Eastern churches, recognition of 
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Revelation lagged for quite some time. The churches of Syria did not accept Revelation, 2 Peter, 
2 and 3 John, or Jude until the fifth (Western Syria) or sixth (Eastern Syria) centuries. 

The apostolic word gave birth to the church (Rom. 1:15–17; 10:14–15; James 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23–
25), and the written form of this word remains as the permanent, documentary expression of 
God’s new covenant. It may be said that only the 27 books of the NT manifest themselves as 
belonging to that original, foundational, apostolic witness. They have demonstrated themselves 
to be the Word of God to the universal church throughout the generations. Here are the pastures 
to which Christ’s sheep from many folds continually come to hear their Shepherd’s voice and to 
follow him. 

19.3 The Apocrypha 

Larger editions of the English Bible—from the Great Bible of Tyndale and Coverdale (1539) 
onward—have often included a separate section between the OT and the NT titled “The 
Apocrypha,” consisting of additional books and substantial parts of books. The Latin Vulgate 
Bible translated by Jerome (begun A.D. 382, completed 405) had placed them in the OT itself—
some as separate items and some as attached to or included in the biblical books of Esther, 
Jeremiah, and Daniel. In Roman Catholic translations of the Bible, such as the Douay Version 
and the Jerusalem Bible, these items are still placed in their pre-Reformation positions. In 
Protestant translations, however, the Apocrypha is either omitted altogether or grouped in a 
separate section. 

How Jerome’s Vulgate Came to Contain the Apocrypha 

In distinguishing the Apocrypha from the OT books, the Protestant translators were not doing 
something completely novel but were carrying out more thoroughly than ever before the 
principles on which Jerome (A.D. 345–420) had made his great Latin Vulgate translation of the 
OT. The Vulgate was translated from the original Hebrew. But a translation prior to the Vulgate, 
the Old Latin translation, had been made from the Greek OT, the Septuagint (or LXX). At some 
stage, early or late, additional books and parts of books, which were not in the Hebrew Bible, 
had found their way into the Greek OT, and from there into the Old Latin version. Jerome 
retained these in his new translation, the Latin Vulgate, but added prefaces at various points to 
emphasize that they were not true parts of the Bible, and he called them by the name 
“apocrypha” (Gk. apokrypha, “those having been hidden away”). In accordance with his 
teaching—and with the understanding of the OT canon held by Jesus, the NT authors, and the 
first-century Jews (see The Canon of the Old Testament)—the sixteenth-century Protestant 
translators did not consider those writings part of the OT but gathered them together in a 
separate section, to which they gave Jerome’s name, “The Apocrypha.” 

Jerome’s reason for choosing this name is not readily apparent. He probably took a hint from 
Origen, who a century and a half earlier had stated that the Jews applied this name to the most 
esteemed of their noncanonical books. Origen and Jerome were two of the most distinguished 
students of Judaism among the Fathers, so it would be natural for them to use the term in a 
Jewish sense, though applying it to the noncanonical Jewish books that were most esteemed by 
Christians. Jews would never destroy respected religious books but, if unfit for use, hid them 
away and left them to decay naturally. So “hidden” came to mean “highly esteemed, though 
uncanonical.” 

Jerome did not actually confine his name “apocrypha” to Jewish books but used it also of 
noncanonical Christian books, such as The Shepherd of Hermas, which were likewise popular 
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religious reading among Christians. The modern expression “New Testament Apocrypha,” for 
late works that imitate NT literature, is similar. 

How the Greek and Latin Translations Came to Contain the Apocrypha 

How the Greek OT, and by consequence the Latin OT, came to contain apocryphal items has 
been variously understood. Codex Alexandrinus (the great 5th-century A.D. manuscript of the 
whole Greek Bible) was printed and published in the eighteenth century. Because it contained 
the Apocrypha, the editors in the eighteenth century assumed that the OT of this Christian 
manuscript had been copied from Jewish manuscripts equally inclusive, and that consequently 
the Apocrypha must have been in the LXX translation, and in the canon of the Greek-speaking 
Jews of Alexandria who produced it from pre-Christian times (though not in the Bible or canon of 
the Semitic-speaking Jews of Palestine). This hypothesis held the field for a long time, and a 
further assumption—that most of the apocryphal books had been composed in Greek, outside 
Palestine—was made to support it. 

All the elements of this theory are now known to be false. (1) Leather manuscripts large enough 
to contain the whole OT did not exist among either Christians or Jews until the latter part of the 
fourth century. The earlier Christian biblical manuscripts are on papyrus, and extend only to 
about three of the larger books. (2) The Jews of Alexandria took their lead largely from 
Palestine, and would have been unlikely to establish their own distinct canon; moreover, their 
greatest writer, Philo, though frequently quoting from the OT in his voluminous works, never 
refers to any of the Apocrypha whatsoever. (3) The earliest Christian biblical manuscripts 
contain the fewest books of the Apocrypha, and up until A.D. 313, only Wisdom, Tobit, 
and Sirach ever occur in them; other books of the Apocrypha were not added until later. (4) That 
the Apocrypha was mostly composed in Greek or outside Palestine is no longer widely believed, 
and Sirach(Ecclesiasticus) itself states that it was composed in Hebrew (see its prologue; much 
of its Hebrew text has now been recovered). All the Apocrypha except Wisdom and 2 
Maccabees may in fact have been translated from a Hebrew or Aramaic original, written in 
Palestine. 

The way in which Christian writers used the Apocrypha confirms the above analysis. The NT 
seems to reflect knowledge of one or two of the apocryphal texts, but it never ascribes authority 
to them as it does to many of the canonical OT books. While the NT quotes various parts of the 
OT about 300 times (seeOld Testament Passages Cited in the New Testament), it never actually 
quotes anything from the Apocrypha (Jude 14–16 does not contain a quote from the Apocrypha 
but from another Jewish writing, 1 Enoch; see note on Jude 14–16; also notes on Acts 
17:28; Titus 1:12–13; Jude 8–10). In the second century, Justin Martyr and Theophilus of 
Antioch, who frequently referred to the OT, never referred to any of the Apocrypha. By the end 
of the second century Wisdom, Tobit, and Sirach were sometimes being treated as Scripture, 
but none of the other apocryphal books were. Their eventual acceptance was a slow 
development. Much the same is true with Christian lists of the OT books: the oldest of them 
include the fewest of the Apocrypha; and the oldest of all, that of Melito (c. A.D. 170), includes 
none. 

Acceptance and Rejection of the Apocrypha 

The growing willingness of the pre-Reformation church to treat the Apocrypha as not just 
edifying reading but Scripture itself reflected the fact that Christians—especially those living 
outside Semitic-speaking countries—were losing contact with Jewish tradition. Within those 
countries, however, a learned Christian tradition akin to elements of Jewish tradition was 
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maintained, especially by scholars such as Origen, Epiphanius, and Jerome, who cultivated the 
Hebrew language and Jewish studies. By the late fourth century, Jerome found it necessary to 
assert the distinction between the Apocrypha and the inspired OT books with great emphasis, 
and a minority of writers continued to make the same distinction throughout the Middle Ages, 
until the Protestant Reformers arose and made the distinction an important part of their doctrine 
of Scripture. At the Council of Trent (1545–1563), however, the church of Rome attempted to 
obliterate the distinction and to put the Apocrypha (with the exception of 1 and 2 Esdras and The 
Prayer of Manasseh) on the same level as the inspired OT books. This was a consequence of 
(1) Rome’s exalted doctrine of oral tradition, (2) its view that the church creates Scripture, and 
(3) its acceptance of certain controversial ideas (esp. the doctrines of purgatory, indulgences, 
and works-righteousness as contributing to justification) that were derived from passages in the 
Apocrypha. These teachings gave support to the Roman Catholic responses to Martin Luther 
and other leaders of the Protestant Reformation, which had begun in 1517. 

Because of these controversial passages, some Protestants ceased to use the Apocrypha 
altogether. But other Protestants (notably Lutherans and Anglicans), while avoiding such 
passages and the ideas they contain, continued to read the Apocrypha as generally edifying 
religious literature. The Apocrypha, together with other postcanonical literature (esp. the 
pseudepigrapha, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the writings of Philo and Josephus, the Targums, and 
the earliest rabbinical literature) can be helpful in additional ways. They provide the earliest 
interpretations of the OT literature; they explain what happened in the time between the two 
Testaments; and they introduce customs, ideas, and expressions that provide a helpful 
background when reading the NT. 

The Contents of the Apocrypha 

Individually, the books of the Apocrypha are 15 in number (but some count 14 or 12 by 
combining some books; see list) and consist of various kinds of literature—narrative, proverbial, 
prophetic, and liturgical. They probably range in date from the third century B.C. (Tobit) to the first 
century A.D. (2 Esdras and perhaps The Prayer of Manasseh). 

1. First Esdras (Gk. for “Ezra”), sometimes called 3 Esdras, covers the same ground as the book 
of Ezra, with a little of Chronicles and Nehemiah added. It also relates a debate on “the 
strongest thing in the world.” 

2. Second Esdras, sometimes called 4 Esdras, is a pseudonymous apocalypse, preserved in 
Latin, not Greek, with two Christian chapters added at the beginning and two at the end. Chapter 
14 gives the number of the OT books. First and Second Esdras are not included in the Roman 
Catholic canon. 

3. Tobit is a moral tale with a Persian background, dealing with almsgiving, marriage, and the 
burial of the dead. 

4. Judith is an exciting story, in a confused historical setting, about a pious and patriotic heroine. 

5. The Additions to Esther are a collection of passages added to the LXX version of Esther, 
bringing out its religious character. 

6. Wisdom is a work inspired by Proverbs and written in the person of Solomon. 
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7. Sirach, also called Ecclesiasticus, is a work somewhat similar to Wisdom, by a named author 
(Jeshua ben Sira, or Jesus the son of Sirach). It was written about 180 B.C., and its catalog of 
famous men bears important witness to the contents of the OT canon at that date. Its translator’s 
prologue, written half a century later, refers repeatedly to the three sections of the Hebrew Bible 
(see The Canon of the Old Testament.) 

8. Baruch is written in the person of Jeremiah’s companion, and somewhat in Jeremiah’s 
manner. 

9. The Epistle of Jeremiah is connected to Baruch, and sometimes the two are counted together 
as one book (as in the KJV, which therefore lists 14 books rather than 15). 

The Additions to Daniel consist of three segments (10, 11, and 12 in this list): 

10. Susanna and 

11. Bel and the Dragon are stories that tell how wise Daniel exposed unjust judges and deceitful 
pagan priests. 

12. The Song of the Three Young Men contains a prayer and hymn put into the mouths of 
Daniel’s three companions when they are in the fiery furnace; the hymn is the one used in 
Christian worship as the Benedicite (in the Church of England’s services). 

As stated before, some authorities count these three books (items 10, 11, and 12) as one book, 
namely, The Additions to Daniel, and they also count Baruch as one book that includes The 
Epistle of Jeremiah; in that way, they count only 12 books in the Apocrypha. 

13. The Prayer of Manasseh puts into words Manasseh’s prayer for forgiveness in 2 Chronicles 
33:12–13. It is not included in the Roman Catholic canon. 

14–15. First and Second Maccabees relate the successful revolt of the Maccabees against the 
Hellenistic Syrian persecutor Antiochus Epiphanes in the mid-second century B.C. The first book 
and parts of the second book are the primary historical sources for a knowledge of the 
Maccabees’ heroic faith, though the second book adds legendary material. The LXX also 
contains a 3 and 4 Maccabees, but these are of less importance. 

The Development of Religious Thought in the Apocrypha 

The development of religious thought found in the Apocrypha, going beyond the teaching of the 
OT, must be assessed by the teaching of the NT. For example, Wisdom 4:7–5:16 teaches that 
all face a personal judgment after this life. This is consistent with later NT teaching (Heb. 9:27). 

Other teachings add doctrinal material foreign to NT teaching, such as the following: 

I. In Tobit 12:15 seven angels are said to stand before God and present the prayers of the 
saints. 

II. In 2 Maccabees 15:13–14 a departed prophet is said to pray for God’s people on earth. 
III. In Wisdom 8:19–20 and Sirach 1:14 the reader is told that the righteous are those who 

were given good souls at birth. 
IV. In Tobit 12:9 and Sirach 3:3 readers are told that their good deeds atone for their evil 

deeds. 
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V. In 2 Maccabees 12:40–45 the reader is told to pray for the sins of the dead to be 
forgiven. 

The first two ideas find no support in the OT or NT, and the second may be thought to give some 
support to the Roman Catholic idea of prayer to the saints who have died. The last three tenets 
are clearly at variance with what the NT teaches about regeneration, justification, and the 
present life as one’s only period of probation. 

The Apocrypha, consequently, must be read with discretion. Though much in it simply reflects 
Judaism as practiced at a date somewhat later than the OT, and some parts reflect 
developments in the direction of the NT, there are also certain misleading passages that have 
historical interest but, in terms of Christian theology and practice, are to be avoided. 

The preceding section, 19.1-3, is supplied from the following source: 

https://www.esv.org/resources/esv-study-bible/article-canon-scripture/  

19.4 The Reliability of Bible Manuscripts 

19.4.1 The Reliability of the Old Testament Manuscripts 

Introduction 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, textual criticism of the OT was in its infancy, with few 
extant early Hebrew manuscripts. However, with the discoveries of the Dead Sea Scrolls 
beginning in A.D. 1947, scholars found themselves in a better position than ever before to 
evaluate whether the OT texts are reliable. 

At present there exist over 3,000 Hebrew manuscripts of the OT, 8,000 manuscripts of the Latin 
Vulgate, over 1,500 manuscripts of the Septuagint, and over 65 copies of the Syriac Peshitta. 

This article examines the reliability of the OT manuscripts in respect to three main areas: (1) 
transmission of the OT; (2) OT textual criticism; and (3) primary OT sources. 

Transmission of the OT 

Jewish tradition maintains that Moses wrote the Pentateuch. If so, then portions of the OT were 
passed down through scribes for more than 3,000 years before becoming part of modern 
translations. This naturally gives rise to questions like: How did the OT text come about? How 
were the books copied and by whom? Are the texts available today an accurate reproduction of 
the originals? 

How did the OT text come about? While some divine revelation may originally have been 
handed down from generation to generation orally, at some point it was committed to writing to 
ensure its accuracy. Several biblical passages indicate that from an early period parts of 
Scripture were held in honor and were considered authoritative (e.g., Ex. 17:14–16; 24:3–4, 7). 
The stone tablets of the Ten Commandments were to be stored in the ark of the covenant 
(e.g., Ex. 25:16, 21; Heb. 9:4), and the Book of the Law was to be kept in the tabernacle next to 
the ark (Deut. 31:24–26). Moses commanded the Israelites to teach God’s laws and statutes to 
their children and grandchildren (Deut. 4:9). The Law of Moses was entrusted to the priests, who 
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were to teach it to the people (Deut. 33:10) and read it aloud publicly every seven years to 
ensure that the Israelites would remember it (Deut. 31:9–11). They were also commanded not to 
add to or delete from it at all (Deut. 4:2; 12:32). Both the OT (Josh. 23:6; 1 Kings 2:3; 1 Chron. 
22:13) and NT (e.g., Mark 10:5; 12:26; Luke 2:22; 16:29, 31) refer to the Law of Moses as a 
distinct, authoritative source. 

OT passages also refer to written forms of prophetic oracles (Isa. 30:8; Jer. 25:13; 29:1; Ezek. 
43:11; Dan. 7:1; Hab. 2:2) and histories recorded by prophets (1 Chron. 29:29; 2 Chron. 9:29; 
12:15; 13:22; 20:34). However, the first mention of a collection of biblical books is in Daniel 9:2, 
which suggests that by the time of Daniel, the book of Jeremiah was part of a larger collection of 
authoritative works that he calls “the books.” 

Later biblical writers make reference to earlier biblical books (2 Kings 14:6; 2 Chron. 25:4; 
35:12; Ezra 3:2; 6:18; Neh. 8:1), and the prophets commonly rebuke the people for not obeying 
the words of previous prophets (Jer. 7:25; 25:4; Ezek. 38:17; Dan. 9:6, 10; Hos. 6:5; 12:10). 

There is good evidence from Jewish tradition and other sources that the Jewish people believed 
that the prophetic voice ceased following the deaths of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi 
(Tosefta, Sotah 13.2; Babylonian Talmud, Sotah 48b, Sanhedrin 11a, and Baba 
Bathra 12a; Seder Olam Rabbah 30; Jerusalem Talmud, Taanith 2.1; 1 Macc. 9:27; 2 
Baruch 85.3). Therefore, it is likely that by about 300 B.C. the canon of the OT was set in all its 
essentials. (See The Canon of the Old Testament.) While minor discussions about certain books 
continued well into the Christian era, they had little effect on the form of the Canon. 

Jesus accepted the authority of the Hebrew canon and taught his disciples to reverence it (Matt. 
5:17–18). The Christian church, which had its roots in the Jewish nation, maintained the same 
Hebrew canon (Matt. 23:34–35; Luke 11:50–51) and added the NT works to it. 

How were the books copied, and by whom? There are no remaining original manuscripts 
(commonly called “autographs”) of the OT, but there do exist an abundance of copies made by 
scribes whose only job was to preserve God’s revelation. The autographs were probably written 
on scrolls made from papyrus or leather (see Jeremiah 36) that deteriorated from everyday use. 
When scrolls showed signs of wear, they were copied and reverently buried (since they 
contained the sacred name of God). Sometimes worn copies were placed in a genizah (“hidden” 
place) until enough were gathered for a ritual burial ceremony. One of these genizahs was found 
in an old synagogue in Cairo around 1890. 

Initially, priests (or a special group of priests) maintained the sacred traditions. Then, from about 
500 B.C. to A.D. 100, an influential group of teachers and interpreters of the law arose, called 
the soperim (“scribes”), who meticulously copied and preserved the most accurate form of the 
Hebrew text that they could determine. The Babylonian Talmud states: “The older men were 
called soperim because they counted [Hb. soper may also mean “one who counts”] all the letters 
in the Torah” (Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 30a). There has been significant discussion as to 
what their early text looked like and how closely it corresponded to the modern Masoretic text 
(MT), the common form of today’s Hebrew Bible, but it is not an easy question to answer. 

Evidence from about the mid-third century B.C. and following indicates that a variety of OT texts 
coexisted for several centuries (e.g., proto-MT [an early form of the Hebrew Masoretic text]; 
Greek Septuagint, a sometimes loose translation; Samaritan Pentateuch). Manuscripts copied 
before the first century A.D. show two tendencies on the part of the scribes: they preserved the 
accuracy of the text and, at the same time, they were willing to revise or update the specific 
words of the text. These tendencies are not contradictory—scribes assigned to the Scriptures a 
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high degree of authority and upheld them with great reverence, but their desire was that readers 
understand them. Sometimes scribes intentionally changed texts because of things they felt 
were inappropriate or objectionable. Still, they carefully noted changes out of reverence for the 
text (e.g., in Judg. 18:30 scribes added the Hebrew letter nun above the line so that it read 
“Manasseh” instead of “Moses” because Jonathan was acting more like a son of wicked 
Manasseh than of Moses). 

A group of scribes called the tannaim (repeaters) maintained the sacred traditions from 
about A.D. 100 to 300 and developed meticulous rules to follow when copying synagogue scrolls 
(e.g., no word or letter was to be written from memory; if more than three mistakes were made 
on any page, it was destroyed and redone). While the text was reverenced and carefully 
maintained, it could be updated within specific, limited parameters: (1) By about 350 B.C., texts 
had begun to be written in Assyrian (square) script instead of paleo-Hebrew. (2) Even before 
this, matres lectionis(Hebrew consonants added to a word to indicate how it should be 
pronounced—these were precursors to vowel points) were starting to be added and archaic 
spellings were modernized. (3) Some corrections were made (see 4QIsaa). It was common 
practice throughout the ancient Near East to update and revise texts. 

Following the first century A.D., however, the priority of scribes narrowed to preserving the 
accuracy of Scripture, which they did with amazing precision. Manuscripts dated to the first and 
second centuries A.D. (e.g., from Masada, Nahal Hever, Wadi Murabba’at, and Nahal Se’elim) 
reflect the proto-MT in orthography and content with very little variation. Debate continues over 
how and why the text became so unified following the first century A.D. Some argue that the 
group who maintained the proto-MT was the only one to survive the destruction of the second 
temple. Others suggest there was a purposeful standardization of the text. The latter seems 
more likely for two reasons: (1) There was a desire to provide a consistent standard for debates 
between Christians and Jews in the first century A.D. (cf. Justin Martyr, Dialogue 68). (2) Hillel the 
Elder needed a standardized text on which to base his seven rules of biblical hermeneutics 
(Aboth of Rabbi Nathan 37A). 

The sheer number of manuscripts, as well as quotations in rabbinic literature, suggest that the 
proto-MT was the primary text maintained by the authoritative center of Judaism. At the same 
time, other textual traditions were also circulated (e.g., Septuagint; Samaritan Pentateuch). 
However, sometime during the first century A.D. the proto-MT apparently became the dominant 
textual tradition. 

Are the texts available today an accurate reflection of the originals? To adequately answer this 
question requires some understanding of OT textual criticism, which we will now briefly explore. 

19.4.2 OT Textual Criticism 

Scholars agree that no single witness perfectly reproduces the original Hebrew text (generally 
called “Urtext”) of the entire OT, and therefore textual criticism is necessary. Textual criticism is 
the science and art that seeks to determine the most reliable original wording of a text. It is a 
science because specific rules govern the evaluation of various types of copyist errors and 
readings, but it is also an art because these rules cannot be rigidly applied in every situation. 
The goal of OT textual criticism is to work back as closely as possible to the final form of the text 
as it was canonized and maintained by the scribes. Since the texts were transmitted over such a 
long period, one could expect that minor errors might have crept in. Comparison of various forms 
of the OT text helps determine the most plausible reading of the original texts. Intuition and 
common sense must guide this process. Informed judgments about a text depend upon one’s 
familiarity with copyist errors, manuscripts, versions, and their authors. 
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Types of errors. Even given a strong desire to maintain an authoritative, standardized text, 
common copyist errors can creep in, including: confusion of similar letters, homophony 
(substitution of similar sounding letters or words), haplography (omission of a letter or word), 
dittography (doubling a letter or word), metathesis (reversal in the order of two letters or words), 
fusion (two words being joined as one), and fission (one word separated into two). 

The process. Modern critical editions of the MT include the BHS (Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia) 
and the BHQ (Biblia Hebraica Quinta), which follow the Codex Leningradensis (A.D. 1008), and 
the Hebrew University Bible Project, which follows the Aleppo Codex (c. 930). They derive from 
the longest and, to date, most reliable textual tradition overall. This tradition was maintained by 
the Masoretes, and when compared to the Qumran manuscripts dated about 1,000 years earlier, 
was found to be very accurate. These critical editions also provide a summary of pertinent 
information from other sources in their textual apparatus. The process of OT textual criticism 
includes examining the external evidence from various Hebrew sources (e.g., Dead Sea Scrolls, 
Samaritan Pentateuch, medieval manuscripts) and versions (e.g., Septuagint, Latin Vulgate, 
etc.) to determine which is the most plausible original reading of the text. 

When weighing evidence, scholars generally agree that the Hebrew sources take precedence 
over the versions, though versions sometimes contain what appears as a plausible original 
reading. Internal evidence is then examined to see if there are any hints to help determine the 
original reading (e.g., grammatical structures, common spelling). At times, discoveries from 
other ancient Semitic languages have shed light on previously unintelligible texts. Guidelines to 
use in determining the most plausible original readings include: (1) Which reading could most 
likely give rise to the others? (2) Which reading is most appropriate in its context? (3) The weight 
of the manuscript evidence is then evaluated to determine whether it may contain a secondary 
reading or gloss. Only a very small percentage of the Hebrew text has any questionable 
readings, and of these only a small portion make any significant difference in the meaning of the 
text. 

Primary OT Sources 

The following are the primary sources for present-day knowledge of the original OT text: 

Codex Leningradensis: The oldest complete copy of the MT, dated to A.D. 1008. Both 
the BHS and the BHQ follow this text. 

Aleppo Codex: The oldest, incomplete copy of the MT, dated to about A.D. 930. About one-
quarter of this manuscript was burned by fire, but its text is very similar to the Codex 
Leningradensis. The Hebrew University Bible Project uses this text as a base. 

Dead Sea Scrolls: More than 200 biblical manuscripts dated from about 250 B.C. to A.D.135 from 
the area around the Dead Sea. The largest number of these texts agree closely with the 
readings of the proto-MT (35 percent of manuscripts) and help confirm the accuracy of the MT. 

Conclusion 

Although some textual puzzles remain, and though scholars still differ among themselves in how 
they weigh some of the evidence, careful application of these principles allows a high level of 
confidence that close access to the original texts does indeed exist. Moreover, ordinary English 
readers should not suppose that there are hundreds of significant textual variants whose 
existence is known only to specialized scholars, for all the variants that translation teams 



375 
 

thought to be significant for interpreting the text have been indicated in the footnotes of 
the ESV and other modern English translations. Looking through those footnotes will show a 
reader that the significant variants affect far less than 1 percent of the words of the ESV text, 
and even among that 1 percent, there are no variants that would change any point of doctrine. 
Therefore, while some places remain where it is hard to be sure of the original reading 
(see ESV footnotes and the notes on specific verses in this Study Bible), as a general 
assessment it is safe to say that the OT text that is the basis of modern English translations is 
remarkably trustworthy. 

19.4.3 The Reliability of the New Testament Manuscripts 

Today, any group of Christians gathered together can all read exactly the same words in their 
Bibles. That luxury is made possible by the invention of the movable-type printing press over five 
centuries ago. But such a luxury can also breed a false sense of confidence that the precise 
original wording of the Bible can be known. When it comes to the NT, the original 27 books 
disappeared long ago, probably within decades of their composition. Handwritten copies, or 
manuscripts, must be relied on to determine the wording of the original text. Yet no two 
manuscripts are exactly alike, and even the closest two early manuscripts have at least half a 
dozen differences per chapter (most of them inconsequential variations, however, as will be 
seen). The discipline known as NT textual criticism is thus needed because of these two facts: 
disappearance of the originals, and disagreements among the manuscripts. 

But even though the original wording of the NT cannot be known, that fact is not necessarily 
cause for alarm. It is true that the NT manuscripts contain thousands of wording differences. It is 
also true that a few favorite passages are of dubious authenticity. But this is not the whole 
picture. Christians can, in fact, have a very high degree of confidence that what they have in 
their hands today is the Word of God. 

This article’s specific task is to (1) compare the number and antiquity of NT manuscripts with 
those of other ancient literature, (2) note the number and nature of the wording differences in the 
NT (including a discussion of a few of the more notable places in which the wording is in doubt), 
and (3) identify what is, and what is not, at stake in this discussion. 

The Number and Antiquity of NT Manuscripts Compared with Other Ancient Literature 

In comparison with the remaining manuscripts of any other ancient Greek or Latin literature, the 
NT suffers from an embarrassment of riches. It is almost incomprehensible to think about the 
disparity. When it comes to quantity of copies, the NT has no peer. More than 5,700 Greek NT 
manuscripts are still in existence, ranging in date from the early second century to the sixteenth 
century. To be sure, the earliest ones (i.e., through the 3rd century) are all fragmentary, but they 
cover a substantial amount of the NT. And Greek manuscripts do not tell the whole story. The 
NT was translated early on into a variety of languages, including Latin, Coptic, Syriac, Armenian, 
Georgian, Gothic, and Arabic. All told, there are between 20,000 and 25,000 handwritten copies 
of the NT in various languages. Yet if all of these were destroyed, the NT text could be 
reproduced almost in its entirety by quotations of it in sermons, tracts, and commentaries written 
by ancient teachers of the church (known as church fathers or Patristic writers). To date, over a 
million quotations from the NT by the church fathers have been cataloged. 

How does this compare with the average classical author? The copies of the average ancient 
Greek or Latin author’s writings number fewer than 20 manuscripts! Thus, the NT has well over 
1,000 times as many manuscripts as the works of the average classical author. 
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When it comes to the temporal distance of the earliest copies of the NT from the original, NT 
textual critics again enjoy an abundance of materials. From 10 to 15 NT manuscripts were 
written within the first 100 years of the completion of the NT. To be sure, they are all 
fragmentary, but some of them are fairly sizable fragments, covering large portions of the 
Gospels or Paul’s letters, for example. Within two centuries, the numbers increase to at least 
four dozen manuscripts. Of manuscripts produced before A.D. 400, an astounding 99 still exist—
including the oldest complete NT, Codex Sinaiticus. 

The gap, then, between the originals and the early manuscripts is relatively slim. By comparison, 
the average classical author has no copies for more than half a millennium. 

Comparing the NT text to some better-known ancient authors, it still has no equal. The chart 
below illustrates this by comparing the copies of five Greco-Roman historians’ works with the 
NT. If one is skeptical about what the original NT text said, that skepticism needs to be 
multiplied many times over when it comes to the writings of all other ancient Greek and Latin 
authors. Although it is true that there are some doubts about the precise wording of the original 
in some places, NT textual criticism has an unparalleled abundance of materials to work with, in 
terms of both quantity and age of manuscripts. Nothing else comes close. 

Comparison of Extant Historical Documents 

Histories 
Oldest 

Manuscripts 
Number Surviving 

Livy 59 B.C.–A.D. 17 4th century A.D. 27 

Tacitus A.D.56–120 9th century A.D. 3 

Suetonius A.D. 69–

140 
9th century A.D. 200+ 

Thucydides 460–

400 B.C. 
1st century A.D. 20 

Herodotus 484–

425 B.C. 
1st century A.D. 75 

New Testament c. 100–150 A.D. 

c. 5,700 (counting only Greek manuscripts) plus 

more than 10,000 in Latin, and more than a million 

quotations from the church fathers, etc. 

 

The Number and Nature of the Wording Differences 

The Greek NT, as it is known today, has approximately 138,000 words. The best estimate is that 
there are as many as 400,000 textual variants among the manuscripts. That means that, on 
average, for every word in the Greek NT there are almost three variants. If this were the only 
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piece of data available, it might discourage anyone from attempting to recover the wording of the 
original. But the large number of variants is due to the large number of manuscripts. Hundreds of 
thousands of differences among the Greek manuscripts, ancient translations, and patristic 
commentaries exist only because tens of thousands of such documents exist. Further, the vast 
majority of textual alterations are accidental and trivial, and hence easy for textual critics to spot. 

These textual differences can be broken down into four categories. The largest group 
involves spelling and nonsense errors. The single most common textual variant involves what is 
known as a movable “nu.” This is an “n” that is placed at the end of certain words when the next 
word begins with a vowel. The same principle is seen in English: a book, an apple. Nonsense 
errors occur when a scribe wrote a word that makes no sense in its context, usually because of 
fatigue, inattentiveness, or misunderstanding of the text in front of him. Some of these errors are 
quite comical, such as “we were horses among you” (Gk. hippoi, “horses,” instead of ēpioi, 
“gentle,” or nēpioi, “little children”) in 1 Thessalonians 2:7 in one late manuscript. 

The second-largest group of variant readings consists of minor changes, including synonyms 
and alterations, that do not affect translation. A common variation is the use of the definite 
article with proper names. Greek can say, “the Barnabas,” while English translations will drop 
the article. The manuscripts vary in having the article or not. Word-order differences account for 
many of the variants. But since Greek is a highly inflected language, word order does not affect 
meaning nearly as much as it does in English. These two phenomena can be illustrated in a 
sentence such as “Jesus loves John.” In Greek, that sentence can be expressed in at least 16 
different ways without affecting the basic sense. Factoring in spelling variations and other 
nontranslatable differences, “Jesus loves John” could, in fact, be a translation of hundreds of 
different Greek constructions. In this light, the fact that there are only three variants for every 
word in the NT, when the potential is seemingly infinitely greater, seems almost trivial. 

The third-largest category of textual variants involves meaningful changes that are not 
“viable.”“Viable” means that a variant has some plausibility of reflecting the wording of the 
original text. For example, in 1 Thessalonians 2:9, instead of “the gospel of God” (the reading of 
almost all the manuscripts), a late medieval copy has “the gospel of Christ.” This is meaningful 
but not viable. There is little chance that one late manuscript could contain the original wording 
when the textual tradition is uniformly on the side of another reading. 

The smallest category of textual changes involves those that are both meaningful and viable. 
These comprise less than one percent of all textual variants. “Meaningful” means that the variant 
changes the meaning of the text to some degree. It may not be terribly significant, but if the 
variant affects one’s understanding of the passage, then it is meaningful. Most of these 
meaningful and viable differences involve just a word or a phrase. For example, in Romans 5:1, 
some manuscripts read “we have (Gk. echomen) peace,” while others have “let us have 
(Gk. echōmen) peace.” The difference in Greek is but a single letter, but the meaning is 
changed. If “we have peace” is authentic, Paul is speaking about believers’ status with God; if 
“let us have peace” is authentic, the apostle is urging Christians to enjoy the experience of this 
harmony with God in their lives. As important as this textual problem is, neither variant 
contradicts any of the teachings of Scripture elsewhere, and both readings state something that 
is theologically sound. 

There are two large textual variants in the entire NT, each involving 12 verses: Mark 16:9–
20 and John 7:53–8:11. The earliest and best manuscripts lack these verses. In addition, these 
passages do not fit well with the authors’ style. Although much emotional baggage is attached to 
these two texts for many Christians, no essential truths are lost if these verses are not authentic. 
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Should the presence of textual variants, then, undermine the confidence of ordinary laypersons 
as they read the Bible in their own language? No—actually, the opposite is the case. The 
abundance of variants is the result of the very large number of remaining NT manuscripts, which 
itself gives a stronger, not weaker, foundation for knowing what the original manuscripts said. 

In addition, modern Bible translation teams have not kept the location of major variants a secret 
but have indicated the ones they think to be most important in the footnotes of all “essentially 
literal” modern English translations, so that laypersons who read these footnotes can see where 
these variants are and what they say. (Textual variants are noted in the ESV with a footnote that 
begins, “Some manuscripts …”) The absence of any such footnote (which is the case with far 
more than 99 percent of the words in the English NT) indicates that these translation teams have 
a high degree of confidence that the words in their English translation accurately represent the 
words of the NT as they were originally written. 

What Is at Stake? 

The most significant textual variants certainly alter the meaning of various verses. And where 
the meaning of verses is changed, paragraphs and even larger units of thought are also affected 
to some degree. At times, a particular doctrine may not, after all, be affirmed in a given passage, 
depending on the textual variant. But this is not the same thing as saying that such a doctrine is 
denied. Just because a particular verse may not affirm a cherished doctrine does not mean that 
that doctrine cannot be found in the NT. In the final analysis, no cardinal doctrine, no essential 
truth, is affected by any viable variant in the surviving NT manuscripts. For example, the deity of 
Christ, his resurrection, his virginal conception, justification by faith, and the Trinity are not put in 
jeopardy because of any textual variation. Confidence can therefore be placed in the providence 
of God in preserving the Scriptures. 

In sum, although scholars may not be certain of the NT wording in a number of verses, for the 
vast majority of the words in the NT the modern English translations accurately represent what 
the original authors wrote, and therefore these translations can be trusted as reproducing the 
very words of God. 

The preceding section, 19.4, is supplied from the following source: 

https://www.esv.org/resources/esv-study-bible/article-reliability/  
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20. Links to Related Resources 

Note in particular the first five academic articles on the development of the OT and NT Canon (For some 

of these, CONTROL > CLICK will work; for others, you must COPY and PASTE the link in your web browser). 

https://www.academia.edu/34098377/CANONS_ON_THE_RIGHT_AND_CANONS_ON_THE
_LEFT_FINDING_A_RESOLUTION_IN_THE_CANON_DEBATE 5 
 
https://www.academia.edu/34098450/The_TEXT_of_the_OLD_TESTAMENT_Gentry 
 
https://www.academia.edu/34098462/THE_DEFINITION_OF_THE_TERM_CANON_EXCLU
SIVE_OR_MULTI-DIMENSIONAL  
 
https://www.academia.edu/34159076/THE_NEW_TESTAMENT_CANON_DECONSTRUCTI
O_AD_ABSURDUM 
 
https://www.academia.edu/34190544/Two_Models_of_Oral-
Based_Scripture_Text_Transmission 
=================================================================== 

                                                           

5 The position of the author (Stephen Dempster) of the preceding reference, which I strongly 
support, is summarized as follows with regard to a more recent publication:  

Dempster is dissatisfied with the prevailing conviction that the Old Testament canon was still 
evolving in the 4th century AD, a “minimalist” position put forward in Lee McDonald’s popular 
textbook, The Biblical Canon: Its Origin, Transmission, and Authority (Hendrickson). Rather, he 
prefers the “maximalist” view, which he connects with Josephus, a contemporary of Christ, who 
set forth a 22-book canon in Against Apion. Therein, Josephus said that the worthy texts were 
written during the Moses-to-Artexerxes period. Furthermore, “It is innate in every Judean right 
from birth, to regard them as decrees of God, to remain faithful to them and, if necessary, to die 
on their behalf.” He calls Josephus’s claim “the elephant in the room,” a statement inconvenient 
to those who postulate canonical chaos in the First Century. 

Those disagreeing with Josephus want to marginalize the writer, but Dempster insists that he 
perfectly represented the cognitive environment in which all parties—apocalyptic (Qumran, 
Christianity); traditionalist (Pharisees); revolutionary (Zealots); establishmentarian 
(Sadduccees)—moved. This view is nicely reflected in Jesus’ conversation with the men he 
encountered on the road to Emmaus after his resurrection. In this connection, Dempster notes 
that Jesus used the word ‘all’ three times in this short exchange, “suggesting a complete corpus 
of sacred writings”: Jesus spoke of “all that the prophets had spoken,” of “Moses and all the 
prophets,” of “all the Scriptures.” Furthermore, he followed the traditional tri-partite division of 
the Old Testament when he spoke of “the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms”—the 
same breakdown Josephus reported, when he spoke of the five “books of Moses,” “the prophets 
after Moses,” and “the remaining four books,” which “contain hymns to God and instruction for 
people on life. (http://www.booksataglance.com/book-summaries/enduring-authority-christian-
scriptures-chapter-11-edited-d-carson/ ) 
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https://bible.org/seriespage/session-4-canonization-scripture-ot  
 

http://www.ntcanon.org/  
 
https://michaeljkruger.com/some-recent-academic-articles-on-the-origins-of-the-nt-
canon/#more-6044  
 
http://www.bible-researcher.com/canon.html  
 
https://www.blueletterbible.org/search/Dictionary/viewTopic.cfm?topic=IT0001834 
 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/history/issues/issue-43/how-we-got-our-old-testament.html 
 
https://bible.org/article/evangelicals-and-canon-new-testament  
 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/itunes-u/scribal-methods-materials/id446658178?mt=10 
 
http://journals.sagepub.com/toc/tbtd/67/2 

http://rose-publishing.ecomm-search.com/search?keywords=how+we+got+the+bible 

http://ancienthebrewpoetry.typepad.com/files/four-canons-2.pdf  

https://www.biblicaltraining.org/canon-scripture/hermeneutics  

https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/canon.php  

The following are additional links relating to the Canon of Scripture: 

•  Introduction to the Canon and Ancient Versions. A brief and non-technical review of the 
development of the canon and the role of ancient versions in this process. 

•  The New Testament Canon. Comparative table of books treated as Scripture by Marcion, 
Irenaeus, Origen, and Athanasius. 

•  Disputed Books of the New Testament. Comparative table of the disputed New Testament 
books and other writings as they were included in catalogs of canonical books up to the eighth 
century. 

•  The Old Testament Canon and Apocrypha. Table of books included in the Hebrew Bible, Greek 
Septuagint, Latin Vulgate, and the King James Version; comparison of Greek Orthodox, Roman 
Catholic, and Protestant canons; brief descriptions of the Apocryphal books; statements on the 
Apocrypha from the Reformation era. 

•  Disputed Books of the Old Testament. Table showing which of the disputed Old Testament 
books were included in Christian catalogs of canonical books up to the eighth century. 

•  Samples of Ancient Heretical Literature. Excerpts from the Gospel of Phillip, Second Treatise of 
the Great Seth, Gospel of Thomas. 

•  Ancient Canon Lists Quoted in Full. 22 sources from 170 to 730 A.D. 
•  Apostolic Use of the Septuagint. Notes on the influence of the Septuagint in the New 

Testament, and a complete list of OT quotations. 
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•  Chronology of Scripture. Listing all canonical and significant non-canonical books in their 
historical order and context. 

•  Decree of the Council of Trent. Fixing the canon for Roman Catholics in 1546. 
•  Bibliography on the Canon for beginning students. 
•  The Canon of the New Testament, an essay by F. F. Bruce. 
•  The Formation of the Canon of the New Testament, an essay by Benjamin Warfield. 
•  The Formation of the New Testament Canon, by Stephen Voorwinde. 
•  The New Testament Canon, by Glenn Barker. 
•  Luther's Treatment of the Disputed Books of the New Testament. 
•  Articles on the Canon and Apocrypha on other sites. More than 30 links. 

CANON: 

 

Robert Alter, Canon and Creativity: Modern Writing and the Authority of Scripture. New 
Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2000. Hbk. ISBN: 0300084242. 
pp.208. {CBD} {Amazon.com} 

 

The Concept and Importance of Canonicity (Greg Bahnsen)  

 

Richard Bauckham, "Tradition in Relation to Scripture and Reason," Richard Bauckham 
& Benjamin Drewery, eds. Scripture, Tradition and Reason: A Study in the Criteria of Christian 
Doctrine, Essays in Honour of Richard P. C. Hanson. Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1997. Pbk. ISBN: 
0567085570. pp.117-45.{Amazon.com} 

 

The Canon of Scripture (Curt Daniel)  

 F.F. Bruce, "The Canon of Scripture," Inter-Varsity (Autumn 1954): 19-22.  pdf  

 

F.F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture. Chapter House, 1988. Pbk. ISBN: 0948643056. 
pp.349.{CBD}{Amazon.com} 

 

Hans von Campenhausen, The Formation of the Christian Bible. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977. 
Pbk. ISBN: 0800612639. pp.360. {Amazon.com} 
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Robert P. Carroll [1941-2000], "Childs and Canon," Irish Biblical Studies 2.4 
(1980): 211-236. 

 

The Canon of Scripture (Curt Daniel)  

 

Stephen Dempster, "Canons on the Right and Canons on the Left: Finding a Resolution in the 
Canon Debate," Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 52.1 (March 2009): 47-77.

 pdf  

 

The Canon of the Bible (William Evans)  

 

How Many Books Are in the Bible? (Erwin W. Lutzer)  

 

Lee Martin McDonald, The Formation of the Christian Biblical Canon. Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1995. Pbk. ISBN: 1565630521. pp.340. {CBD} {Amazon.com} 

 

Lee Martin McDonald, "The Integrity of the Biblical Canon in Light of Its Historical 

Development," Bulletin of Biblical Research 6 (1996): 95-132.  pdf  

 

Lee Martin McDonald & James A. Sanders, Canon Debate. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson 
Publishers, 2002. Pbk. ISBN: 1565635175. pp.700. {CBD} {Amazon.com} 

 

John Piper, "Authority and meaning of the Christian canon: a response to Gerald Sheppard on 
canon criticism," Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 19.2 (Spring 1976): 87-96.

 pdf  

 

James A. Sanders, From Sacred Story to Sacred Text. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987. 
Pbk. ISBN: 0800627059. Reprinted: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2000. Pbk. ISBN: 1579104371. 
pp.222.{Amazon.com} 

 

Eckhard Schnabel, "History, Theology and the Biblical Canon: an Introduction to Basic 

Issues," Themelios 20.2 (1995): 16-24.  pdf  
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James C. VanderKam," Questions of Canon Viewed through the Dead Sea Scrolls, "Bulletin for 

Biblical Research11.2 (2001): 269-292.  pdf  

 

Francis Watson, "Gospel and Scripture: Rethinking Canonical Unity," Tyndale Bulletin 52.2 

(2001): 161-182.  pdf  

 

J. Stafford Wright, "The Canon of Scripture," The Evangelical Quarterly 19 (1947): 93-109.

 pdf  

 

John M. Zinkand, "The Canon of the Bible," Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological Society 10.1 

(Winter 1967): 15-55.  pdf [Reproduced by permission of the current copyright 

holder] 

OLD TESTAMENT CANON: 

 

J.-P. Audet, "A Hebrew-Aramaic List of Books of the Old Testament in Greek 
Transcriptions," Journal of Theological Studies 1 (1950): 135-54. 

 

John Barton, Oracles of God: Perception of Ancient Prophecy in Israel After the Exile. London: 
Darton, Longman & Todd, 1986. Pbk. ISBN: 0232516669. pp.336. {Amazon.com} 

 

Roger Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament Church and Its Background 
in Early Judaism. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986. Pbk. ISBN: 0281041555. 
pp.543. {Amazon.com} 

 

How We Got the Bible: The Old Testament (Lane Burgland)  

 

Frederic W. Bush, "The Book of Esther: Opus non gratum in the Christian Canon," Bulletin for 

Biblical Research 8 (1998): 39-54.  pdf  

 

Stephen B Chapman, The Law and the Prophets: A Study in Old Testament Canon Formation. 
Forschungen zum Alten Testament, 27. Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr Siebeck, 2000. Hbk. ISBN: 
3161471350. pp.356. {Amazon.com} 

 

Robert D. Culver, "Peculiarities and Problems of Chronological Method and Text in the Book of 
Chronicles," Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological Society 5.2 (Spring 1962): 35-41.

 pdf [Reproduced by permission of the current copyright holder] 
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Philip R. Davies, Scribes and Schools: The Canonization of the Hebrew Scriptures. 
Library of Ancient Israel. London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1998. Hbk. ISBN: 
0281051879. pp.232.  

 

Stephen Dempster, "An 'Extraordinary Fact': Torah and Temple and the Contours of the Hebrew 

Canon, Part 1," Tyndale Bulletin 48.1 (1997): 23-56.  pdf  

 

Stephen Dempster, "An 'Extraordinary Fact': Torah and Temple and the Contours of the Hebrew 

Canon, Part 2," Tyndale Bulletin 48.2 (1997): 191-218.  pdf  

 

Stephen G. Dempster, "The Place of Nehemiah in the Canon of Scripture: Wise 
Builder," Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 9.3 (Autumn 2005): 38-50.  

 

Douglas E. Fox, "Ben Sira on OT Canon Again: The Date of Daniel," Westminster Theological 
Journal 49.2 (1987): 335-350. 

 

Greg Goswell, "Assigning the Book of Lamentations a Place in the Canon," Journal for the 

Evangelical Study of the Old Testament 4.1 (2015): 1-19.  pdf  

 

W.J. Grier, "The Canon of the Old Testament," The Christian Graduate 5.1 (April 1952): 17-21.

 pdf [Reproduced by permission of the current copyright holder] 

 

Basil Hall, "The Old Testament In The History Of The Church," Symposium: The Old Testament 
in the Church Today. The London Quarterly & Holborn Review (January 1965): 30-36.  

 

R. Laird Harris, "Was the law and the prophets two-thirds of the Old Testament canon," Bulletin 

of the Evangelical Theological Society 9.4 (Fall 1966): 163-171.  pdf [Reproduced by 

permission of the current copyright holder] 

 

R. Laird Harris, "Factors promoting the formation of the Old Testament canon," Bulletin of the 

Evangelical Theological Society 10.1 (Winter 1967): 21-27.  pdf [Reproduced by 

permission of the current copyright holder] 

 

R. Laird Harris, "Chronicles And The Canon In New Testament Times," Journal of the 

Evangelical Theological Society 33.1 (March 1990): 75-84.  pdf  
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 Canon of The Old Testament (Wibisono Hartono)  pdf  

 

Martin Hengel, The Septuagint as Christian Scripture. Its Prehistory and the Problem of 
Its Canon. Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 2001. Hbk. ISBN: 0567087379. 
pp.256. {CBD} {Amazon.com} 

 

Stanley M. Horton, "Critical Note: A Suggestion Concerning the Chronology of Solomon's 
Reign," Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological Society 4.2 (Oct. 1961): 3-4.

 pdf [Reproduced by permission of the current copyright holder] 

 

Meredith G. Kline, "Canon and Covenant," Westminster Theological Journal 32.1 (1969): 49-67.  

 

Meredith G. Kline, "Canon and Covenant: Part II," Westminster Theological Journal 32.2 (1970): 
179-200.  

 

Meredith G. Kline, "Canon and Covenant: Part III," Westminster Theological Journal 33.1 
(1970): 45-72.  

 

S.Z. Leiman, The Canonisation of Hebrew Scripture: The Talmudic and Midrashic Evidence, 
2nd edn. Connecticutt Academy, 1991. Pbk. 

 

Jack N. Lightstone, "The Formation of the Biblical Canon in Judaism in Late Antiquity: 
Prolegomenon to a General Reassessment," Studies in Religion 8 (1979): 135-42. 

 

Robert C. Newman, "Council of Jamnia and the Old Testament canon," Westminster 
Theological Journal 38.4 (Spring 1976): 319-349.  

 

George G. Nicol, "The Chronology of Genesis: Genesis XXVI 1-33 as Flashback," Vetus 
Testamentum 46.3 (1996): 330-338. 

 

The Old Testament Canon (Peter Reed)  

 

Herbert Edward Ryle [1856-1925], The Canon of the Old Testament, 2nd edn. London: 
MacMillan & Co. Ltd, 1899. pp.316. [This material is in the Public Domain] 
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William M. Schniedewind, How the Bible Became a Book: The Textualization of Ancient 
Israel. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004. Hbk. ISBN: 0521829461. 
pp.272. {Amazon.com} 

 

Andrew Steinmann, The Oracles of God: The Old Testament Canon. St. Louis, MO: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1999. Pbk. ISBN: 0570042828. pp.221. {Amazon.com} 

 

The Content and Extent of the Old Testament Canon (D. Wayne Stiles, II)  

 

Kenneth A. Strand, "Thiele's Biblical Chronology as a Corrective for Extrabiblical 

Dates," Andrews University Seminary Studies 34.2 (Autumn 1996): 295-317.  pdf  

 

Albert C. Sundberg, Jr., The Old Testament of the Early Church. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1964. 

 

James C. VanderKam, From Revelation to Canon: Studies in the Hebrew Bible and 
Second Temple Literature. Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism. Leiden: Brill, 
1999. Hbk. ISBN: 9004115579. pp.592. {Amazon.com} 

 

Edward J. Young, "The Canon of the Old Testament," Carl F.H. Henry, ed., Revelation and the 
Bible. Contemporary Evangelical Thought. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1958 / London: The Tyndale 

Press, 1959. pp.155-168.  pdf [Reproduced by permission of the current copyright 

holder] 

NEW TESTAMENT CANON: 
 

 

F.F. Bruce, "New Light on the Origins of the New Testament Canon," Richard N Longenecker & 
Merrill C. Tenney, eds. New Dimensions in New Testament Study. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1974. pp.3-18. 

 

F.F. Bruce, "New Light on the Origin of the New Testament," Faith and Thought 101.2 (1974): 

158-162.  pdf This is a brief summary of the above article. 
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F.F. Bruce, "Some Thoughts on the Beginning of the New Testament Canon," Bulletin of the 

John Rylands University Library of Manchester 65.2 (Spring 1983): 37-60.  pdf  

 

Reliability of the New Testament (Donald Burdick) [Right-Click on link and select "save as"] 

 

How We Got the Bible: The New Testament (Lane Burgland)  

 

Maurice Casey, "The Date of the Passover Sacrifices and Mark 14:12," Tyndale Bulletin 48.2 

(1997): 245-247. pdf  

 

Brevard S. Childs, The New Testament as Canon. Trinity Press International, 1994. 
Pbk. ISBN: 1563380897. pp.608. {CBD} {Amazon.com} 

 

The Development of the Canon of the New Testament (Collected and Organized by Glenn 
Davis)  

 

Wilber T. Dayton, "Factors promoting the formation of the New Testament canon," Bulletin of the 

Evangelical Theological Society 10.1 (Winter 1967): 28-35.  pdf [Reproduced by 

permission of the current copyright holder] 

 

Theo Donner, "Some Thoughts on the History of the New Testament Canon," Themelios 7.3 

(1982): 23-27.  pdf  

 

David G. Dunbar, "The Biblical Canon," D. A. Carson & John D. Woodbridge, 
editors. Hermeneutics, Authority and Canon. Leicester: IVP, 1996. ISBN: 085364716X pp.297-
360. {Amazon.com} 

 

D.L. Duncan, "The New Testament Canon in Recent Study," Interpretation 29 (1975): 339-51. 
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Lewis Foster, "The earliest collection of Paul's Epistles," Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological 

Society 10.1 (Winter 1967): 44-55.  pdf [Reproduced by permission of the current 

copyright holder] 

 

Harry Y. Gamble, The New Testament Canon: Its Making and Meaning. Eugene, OR: 
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