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A.  We have discussed at length the subject of the inspiration and authority of the Scriptures.  But now another important matter—the canon of Scripture.  If we can agree that certain books were written by the Holy Spirit, then those books are God’s Word.  But which books?  How can we be sure that the 39 books in our Old Testament and the 27 books in our New Testament are the true books written by the Holy Spirit?  How can we be sure that the proper number is not 64 or 68? How can we know that we got all of them, or that we haven’t accepted too many?  This is the question of the canon of Scripture.  


B.  And let me remind you that the Greek word kanwn means something like “measuring reed or rod” like our “ruler” or “yardstick,” and metaphorically it means “standard.”  So the canon of Scripture are those books which are received by the church as both meeting the standard of bearing authenticity as the true Word of God, and also becoming the standard by which all doctrines are assessed.  

I.  THE LIFE OF THE FIRST CHRISTIANS.


A.  The first Christians, of course, had no New Testament because it hadn’t been written yet.  The first New Testament Scriptures did not begin to appear until about 25-30 years after Christ’s ascension.  So what did the early Christians do with regard to teaching and doctrine?  


1.  Well, they had the Old Testament.  The first believers were all Jews, and they continued to accept the Hebrew Scriptures as the Word of God.  Jesus never contradicted the Old Testament Scriptures, though he did criticize and condemn some of the traditions and teachings of the Jewish leaders which they placed alongside the Scriptures.  In fact, when it comes to the question of the canon of the Old Testament, the task is pretty simple.  Jesus and the Apostles all accepted the Old Testament the same as the Jewish leaders did.  When there was a dispute between them, it was not about which Old Testament writings were or were not authoritative, but over various interpretations of those writings.  


The Old Testament was first written in Hebrew.  About 100 years before Christ, because there were so many Jews living away from Palestine who had started using the Greek language, the Hebrew Bible was translated into Greek.  It is called the “Septuagint” from the Latin for 70, or sometime it is noted by the Roman numerals for 70, LXX.  The legend has it that seventy Jewish translators set about to translate the whole Hebrew Bible into Greek independently, all in separate rooms, and when they were all done, they had all translated it identically into Greek with perfect agreement.  So says the legend of the seventy, thus the Septuagint (seventy) or LXX.  What’s interesting is that the New Testament writers almost exclusively quote from the Greek Translation, which would seem to indicate that they accepted this Greek Translation as authoritative, not necessarily the original Bible in Hebrews.  


B.  Over time, the Holy Spirit prompted and breathed out the various writings which were sent to different churches and undoubtedly kept and cherished by them.  Henry Thiessen explains:  “After a Gospel or an Epistle had been written, it would remain for some time the treasured possession of the individual or the church that had received it.  In some cases the originals would be passed from church to church (as for example Colossians and perhaps Ephesians), but they would, no doubt, always find their way back to the original recipient of them.  By and by the originals were more freely circulated and copied.  Undoubtedly often individuals and church would make copies of the document in their possession and send them to other individuals and churches, and sometimes individuals and churches may have sent scribes to make copies at the place where the originals were found.  Thus gradually the churches all over the world would obtain a more or less complete set of the inspired writings of the new dispensation.” (p. 6)  


C.  The writings in our New Testament were all written and to some extent known by the close of the first century.  But soon other writings appeared by those who may have known the apostles.  Some churches and individuals highly prized these writings as well.  Some of these writing are 1 Clement and 2 Clement (dated from the late 90s), the Didache (120), the so-called Epistle of Barnabas (130), and The Shepherd of Hermas (140), among others.  Most of these other writings were popular only in limited regions and were never accepted by the whole church.  So the question then turned to which of these writings were to be considered authentic Scripture?  There was never any question that some of these writings were the Word of God, and some, like the Gospels and the Letters of Paul were accepted immediately and universally.  We have seen how Peter refers to Paul’s writings as Scripture (2 Peter 3:15-16).  And we have also noted that Paul in 1 Timothy 5:18 quotes Deuteronomy 25:4 and Luke 10:7 side by side in the same sentence and prefaces it all by simply saying “For the Scripture says….” 

III. THE NEED TO FORMULATE A CANON. 

However, several factors combined to make it desirable for the church to exercise some discernment as to which of these writings were to be received. 


A.  The first was the fact that an heretical teacher named Marcion beat them to the punch.  Marcion taught that the Old Testament God was an evil demon and different from the New Testament God (something also suggested by Protestant Liberalism today).  So Marcion rejected and excluded from his canon list any new writings that too closely resembled the Old Testament.  His “canon” included only Luke’s Gospel (Luke was a Gentile) and 10 of Paul’s letters.  This pushed the issue for the larger church since it seemed to diminish the authority of the other books.


B.  Another factor which we’ve already mentioned is the regional respect of some church leaders, especially in the east, for some of these other writings:  1 Clement, the Didache, the Epistle of Barnabas, and the Shepherd of Hermas.  And new books were appearing from time to time claiming to be long-lost writings from the Apostles.  


C.  A third factor was the edict of Diocletian in 303 that all sacred books should be burned.  So now the Christians were faced with the decision of which books were authentic Scripture and must be defended from destruction.  We would probably have more New Testament writings from the time before A.D. 303 were it not for this decree in which many ancient treasures fed the bonfires.  

III. CRITERIA FOR CANONICITY.


What were the criteria for accepting a work as authentic Scripture and so to be included in the canon?  Several factors came into play.


A.  Certainly if the writing could be shown to be the work of an apostle, it gave it instant authority.  The apostolic office was to represent Christ himself, and when the apostles spoke (or wrote) they did so with the authority of Christ himself.  If Paul, for example, could quote a saying of Jesus in his letters to demonstrate authority, he would do it.  But even if he knew of no specific comment the Son of God made on an issue, his Word was sufficient.  


We see this for example in 1 Corinthians 7:10-12, Paul has a saying of Jesus to support one point, but not the next.  


“10  To the married I give this charge (not I, but the Lord): the wife should not separate from her husband 11  (but if she does, she should remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband), and the husband should not divorce his wife. 12  To the rest I say (I, not the Lord) that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he should not divorce her.”  The point is not that in the one instance Jesus said it so we have to do it, but in the other instance only Paul said it and not Jesus so we can ignore him.  In 1 Corinthians 14:36-37, Paul indicates that his teaching is binding.  
  
So if a writing could be shown to be from an Apostle, its authority was unquestioned.  Matthew and John, for example were widely accepted.  Mark was thought to be written under the direction of Peter, and Luke and Acts under the direction of Paul.  James and Jude did not call themselves apostles by servants of Jesus, so some questioned their right to be included.  The author of Hebrews does not name himself, so it also was questioned by some.  


B.  A second criteria for inclusion into the canon was the internal contents of the book.  Did it show itself to be of sufficient spiritual character and worth to be worthy of inclusion?  It was in this respect that many of the lesser writings were excluded. (Quote from the opening lines of the Shepherd of Hermas)


C.  A third criteria for inclusion into the canon was universality, was this book universally received by the church?  This is not to say that every person in the church recognized or accepted a particular book as authentic Scripture, but rather that the church in every place generally received it.  Several of the other books were popular favorites in certain regions for a long time, but were never accepted by the whole church.


D.  And a final criteria, the most important of all, is inspiration.  Did this book bear the unmistakable marks of being God-breathed? This was the ultimate test, and everything else had to give way to this test.  


New Testament scholar Robert Gundry writes:  “One must believe that God providentially guided the early Church in its evaluation of various books so that those which were inspired became accepted and those which were not inspired, though sometimes valued on an unauthoritative level, were rejected from the canon.  The process of selection took time, and differences of opinion arose.  But we may be grateful that the early church did not accept books without evaluation and at times debate.  Most readers who will compare the sub-apostolic writings and the New Testament apocrypha with the canonical books of the New Testament will heartily endorse the critical judgment of the early Christians.” (A Survey the New Testament, 57)   

IV. WHAT ABOUT THE OLD TESTAMENT APOCRYPHA?

1.  Jerome (b. 346) accepted only those works of the Hebrew canon (our present-day Old Testament).  His Latin version commonly called the “Vulgate” became the standard in the western church for over 1,000 years.  Jerome included the Apocrypha in the Vulgate interspersed among the other books, but 

--these were not of the canon proper,


--they may not be used to establish doctrine


--they retain great ethical value which makes them suitable for reading the in course of Christian worship.

In practice this distinction between canon and apocrypha was blurred.


2.  Luther (reformation 1517) objected to prayers for the dead.  His main critic Johann Eck said that this practice was established in 2 Maccabees.  Eck accused Luther of violating his own principle of Scripture alone.  Luther responded (in agreement with Jerome) that 2 Maccabees was not canonical and so was not to be used for establishing doctrine.  When Luther published his German Bible, he placed the apocrypha between the testaments as an appendix.


3.  During the counter-reformation, the Council of Trent (1545) reaffirmed the primacy of the Vulgate but went beyond Jerome and set aside the distinction between canon and apocrypha.  


4.  The Church of England in the Thirty-nine Articles (1562) established the 39 books of our Old Testament and declared of the apocrypha: “the church doth read for example of life and instruction of manners, but yet doth not apply them to establish any doctrine.”  


5.  The Puritans went further.  Their perspective is recorded in the Westminster Confession of Faith:  
1.2. 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 (the 66 book of the old and New Testaments). All which are given by inspiration of God to be the rule of faith and life. 

1.3. The books commonly called Apocrypha, not being of divine inspiration, are no part of the canon of the 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. 

1.4. The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, and obeyed, dependeth 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.
(
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