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IV. Canon

A. Definition
1. The term “canon” originally referred to a reed, used as a measuring tool. As such it

came to mean an approved list of books regarded as authoritative or sacred by a
worshiping community.
a. “In a Christian context, we might define the word as ‘the list of the writings

acknowledged by the Church as documents of the divine revelation.’”1

b. The word appears to have been used in this sense first by Athanasius, bishop of
Alexandria, in 367 C. E. in his Easter encyclical listing the recognized books of
the New Testament.2

2. Prior to being used to mean a list, the word “canon” was used in the Church in the
phrase “the rule of faith,” or “the rule of truth,” to refer to a standard for
measurement.3

a. The “rule of faith” referred to a summary of the essential truths of Christian
doctrine that represented what the apostles had taught.

b. As such, the rule of faith served as the means for measuring what doctrines or
beliefs were consistent with the apostolic teaching and later, which books
contained that apostolic teaching and thus were genuinely inspired by God.

c. Once the limits of the books that would be acknowledged as holy Scripture were
agreed upon, the Scripture itself became the rule of faith.

d. Both meanings thus combine when we speak of the canon of Scripture: it is the
list of books regarded as holy Scripture, and acknowledged to be the unique
standard by which Christian faith and practice are determined.

B. Old Testament
1. In Israel’s history, three human channels of divine revelation were recognized:4

a. Priests: explained the Law, gave instruction in morals and ethics as they related to
the covenant under which the nation was living

b. Prophets: expressed God’s purposes and directives for his people, called them to
repentance and returning to covenantal obedience, predicted the future in terms of
God’s actions of blessing, delivering, and judging

c. Sages: advised people about living wisely as God’s people
2. This threefold division of channels of revelation corresponds to the three divisions of

the Hebrew Scriptures, sometimes referred to as the Tanakh (or Tanak).5

a. Law (Torah)–(5) counted as 5 books in the canon, but regarded as a single whole:
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy

b. Prophets (Nebi’im) (8)
(1) Former prophets: Joshua, Judges, 1-2 Samuel, 1-2 Kings
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(2) Latter Prophets: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, The Twelve (Hosea, Joel, Amos,
Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah,
Malachi)

c. Writings (Kethubim) (11)
(1) `Emeth (“Truth”): Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes
(2) Megilloth (“Scrolls”): Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes,

Esther, Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah, 1-2 Chronicles
d. The Hebrew Scriptures therefore included all the books of our Old Testament, but

in a different order and counted as 24 books.6

3. It is not entirely clear how the compilation of the Hebrew Scriptures and the
development of the Hebrew canon took place. But there are some things we do know,
and the threefold division of the Scriptures and the arrangement of the books in the
Hebrew canon give us some clues to the process.
a. Evidence for the threefold division is quite old, probably dating back at least to

the middle of the second century B.C.E.
(1) Ben Sira’s grandson, the translator of the book of Ecclesiasticus, referred to

the three divisions repeatedly in his prologue, describing them as “the Law
and the Prophets,” and “the other books” or similar expressions.7 

(2) Philo, in the first half of the first century C.E., refers to the same threefold
division (“the Laws . . . and the Prophets and the Psalms,” the latter apparently
serving as an abbreviation for the entire division of the Writings, since it
headed the section).8

(3) Josephus, in Against Apion, written in the latter half of the first century C.E.,
mentions the threefold division of Scripture, and specifies that the authorized
Scriptures include twenty-two books: five in the Law, thirteen of the prophets,
and four of hymns and precepts for living.9 
(a) Josephus’ inclusion of books among the prophetic corpus that are

traditionally regarded as belonging to the Writings (perhaps Job, Esther,
Daniel, Chronicles, and Ezra-Nehemiah) probably relates to his purpose in
writing. He is concerned in this apologetic work to demonstrate the
superiority of the Jewish accounts of the origin of their people and religion
when compared with the Greeks’ accounts of their origins.

(b) Notably, Josephus makes use of (and mentions) other resources, such as 1
Maccabees, which he regards as truthful and important, but which he
maintains are not acknowledged as having equal authority with those
books which come from the prophets.

(c) Josephus thus clearly distinguishes the books that are regarded as sacred
Scripture from those that are not, implying a canon that was generally
recognized within the Palestinian Jewish community.

b. The arrangement of the books in the Hebrew canon contains clear markers of the
threefold division.10

(1) The close of the Pentateuch (the five books of the Law) draws attention to
Moses’ unique status as a divinely authenticated prophet (Deuteronomy 34:10-
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12). Thus, the section of the prophets which follows is seen as a supplement to
the Torah (Law), which stands at a higher level.

(2) The opening of Joshua (the first book of the “former prophets) stresses
Joshua’s responsibility to study the Law and to live according to its commands
(Joshua 1:7-8).

(3) The conclusion of the prophetic corpus (Malachi 4:4-6) endorses the Mosaic
Law and looks forward to the eschatological hope of the Messiah, to which the
prophets pointed.

(4) The opening book of the Writings, Psalms, begins with the commendation of
the one who meditates upon the Law.

c. With the exception of the passage in Luke’s gospel noted above, the New
Testament normally refers to the Hebrew Scriptures either as “the Law and the
prophets,” or simply as “the Law.” Both expressions are meant to include all of
the Hebrew Scriptures, considered as a whole.

4. The threefold division most likely relates to the order in which the books of the Old
Testament came to be regarded as divinely authoritative and therefore in a separate
class.
a. The Law was the oldest and primary set of documents for the Jewish people, the

covenant that marked them as God’s people and formed the constitution for their
existence as a nation. The Law was therefore the supreme authority in Jewish
history.
(1) The earliest form of the Law that corresponds to what we now have in the

Pentateuch would have been that which Moses read to the people on the plains
of Moab, prior to their entrance into the land of Canaan and gave to the priests
to be carried in (or alongside of) the ark of the covenant (Deuteronomy 31:9-
13, 24-26). 
(a) This would include at least the account of the Exodus and the giving of the

Ten Commandments, the central portion of Leviticus (the “holiness
code”), and the book of Deuteronomy. 

(b) It is quite conceivable that most of the Pentateuch, apart from the later
editing and updating, was complete at this time.

(c) Thus, at least ideally, from the beginning of Israel’s entrance into the land
of Canaan, the concept of a canon–a collection of sacred writings in which
was contained the divine revelation–is inherent in the Law.

(2) During the reign of Josiah (639-609 B.C.E.), the discovery of the book of the
Law in the Temple led to significant reforms in Judah and a renewal of the
Mosaic covenant as the basis for the nation’s relation to God (2 Kings 22:8-
23:3).
(a) Even though the Law had been neglected, perhaps for centuries, the fact

that a copy of the Law was discovered in the Temple indicates that the
Law had a special status of divine authority and that the written form of
the Law was regarded as sacred.
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(b) Thus we may conclude that there developed among the Jewish people, or
among the priesthood, a sense of a canon–a collection of sacred writings in
which was contained the divine revelation–sometime prior to the seventh
century B.C.E.

(3) Ezra’s ministry after the time of the exile (beginning in 458 B.C.E.) was
focused on the teaching of the Law to the people in order to establish the
Mosaic covenant as the religious foundation for returning community (Ezra
7:10).
(a) Ezra’s ministry included the careful study and transcription of the Law,

interpretation and teaching of the Law to the people, and implementation
of the requirements of the Law within the society.

(b) With Ezra there is a concerted effort to establish within the Jewish
community–not just within the priesthood–the shared sense of the divinely
authoritative status of the Law and the communal commitment to the Law
as the basis for national identity.
i) Thus we see the development of the scribes as a group of scholars

whose devotion to the Law is seen as praiseworthy piety and whose
authority within the community is highly regarded.

ii) We also see the development of the synagogues for the teaching of the
Law among the common people.

b. The prophetic corpus was likely the second set of books to be completed and
acknowledged as holding divine authority.
(1) The prophets’ spoken oracles carried divine authority from the time they were

initially spoken. 
(a) This is why so many of their oracles begin with the announcement, “This

is what Yahweh says” (e.g., Amos 1:3).
(b) They are claiming to speak for God, not merely to have ideas based on

things God has earlier said.
(2) The prophets repeatedly accuse Israel of having broken the covenant God gave

them, and call the people back to obedience to the Law.11 
(a) This indicates an awareness of the sacred nature and divine authority of

the Law.
(b) It also points to a shared understanding that the authoritative covenant

which God had made with the nation could be found in the written Law,
which was available to be read (at least by the priests).

(3) It is not known when or by what process the writings of the prophets were
gathered into a collection and collectively recognized as worthy of being set
beside the Mosaic Law as authoritative and sacred books. But this has clearly
happened at the latest by the time of Jesus, and most likely much earlier.
(a) Daniel gives evidence of a collection of prophetic books that includes

among its number the book of Jeremiah (Daniel 9:2). Questions about the
dating of the book of Daniel (or its final form) mean that we can only date
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this evidence within a fairly wide range (seventh to second centuries
B.C.E.).

(b) The existence of the Septuagint, which includes the prophets, shows that
the prophetic corpus was regarded as Scripture at least by the first century
B.C.E., and probably as early as the third to second centuries B.C.E.

(c) The Dead Sea Scrolls include both copies of the prophetic books and
commentaries on them, signaling that they were regarded as sacred
Scripture by the Qumran community. Dates for the production of these
manuscripts range from the middle of the second century B.C.E. to the
middle of the first century C.E.

(d) The last event recorded in the “former prophets” is the first year of Evil-
Merodach’s rule over Babylon (562 B.C.E.). Therefore the prophetic
corpus cannot have been completed prior to this date.12

(e) Since the Hebrew canon includes the book of Malachi in the “Book of the
Twelve,” the prophetic corpus cannot have been complete prior to the
fourth century B.C.E.13

(f) The Pharisaic tradition that the line of true prophetic inspiration ended
with the prophet Malachi (or with the Chronicler), attested by Josephus,
suggests that there is a widely held understanding of what books were
considered inspired and were therefore included among the prophetic
corpus.

(4) The data thus strongly indicate that the prophetic corpus was regarded as
sacred and complete sometime between the third and first century B.C.E., and
probably closer to the beginning of that period than its end.

c. The category of the Writings was the last of the divisions of the Hebrew
Scriptures to be completed and recognized as having divine authority.
(1) Individual books within the Writings, such as the book of Psalms, probably

were recognized as inspired before the completion of the category, and were
included among the sacred writings.

(2) Debates over some of the books (especially Esther, Ecclesiastes, and Song of
Solomon) included in this section continued into the second century C.E. (See
further below.)

5. By the time of Jesus, there is a widely shared agreement among the Jewish people as
to which books constituted the authoritative written revelation of God’s word.
a. According to 2 Maccabees 2:14-15, following the war of Antiochus IV Epiphanes

against the Jews and the revolt led by Judas Maccabeus, Judas collected all of the
sacred writings that had been scattered during the war (ca.164 B.C.E.).14 
(1) Antiochus sought to eliminate Jewish traditions and replace them with Greek

customs and philosophy. Accordingly he attempted to destroy all the Jewish
Scriptures.

(2) Judas’ activity allegedly included an official listing of the canonical books.
(3) Both Josephus and the early rabbinical tradition testify to the collection of the

sacred writings and their deposit in an archive in the temple in Jerusalem.

22



(4) Whether or not 2 Maccabees accurately records what took place, the fact that
the record exists shows that there was a set of books regarded as canonical and
points to the importance of these books.

b. The synagogues, both within Israel and in the Diaspora, owned copies of the
Scriptures for public reading during worship.
(1) Even in the small village of Nazareth, Jesus is able to read from the scroll of

the prophet Isaiah in his visit to the synagogue (Luke 4:16-20).
(2) Paul argues with the Jews in the synagogues about the meaning of the

Scriptures, which presumes that the synagogues possessed copies of the
Scriptures to be consulted. In Paul’s arguments, he cites from the Law, from
the prophets, and from the writings.15

(3) A cycle of readings from the Law and the Prophets was used in the worship
services (note Acts 13:15).

c. Jesus and the New Testament authors can appeal to the authority of the Hebrew
Scriptures and assume that their audience acknowledges that same authority. They
do not have to argue that God has spoken through the authors of the Hebrew
Scriptures, nor that those books are inspired, nor that they have a special status.

6. A gathering of rabbis at Yavneh (or Jamnia) supposedly occurred in or around the
year 90 C.E. at which the canon of the Hebrew Scriptures was finalized–the so-called
“Council of Yavneh (Jamnia).” Evidence for this event is decidedly weak, however.16

a. Rabbinic discussions concerning the status of certain books among the Writings
continued into the second century, and perhaps even beyond that.

b. The discussions did include whether certain books that were not regarded as
Scripture (such as Ecclesiasticus) should be included among the sacred Scriptures,
but the more significant disputes were over whether to allow such books as Esther
and Ecclesiastes to remain.17

c. The eventual outcome of the discussions was to certify what was already in
practice, namely the recognition that the existing books of the Hebrew Scriptures,
twenty-four in number (thirty-nine in the English tradition), were to be
acknowledged as divinely inspired and carrying divine authority. 

d. None of the apocryphal books were accorded scriptural status as a result of the
rabbinic discussions.
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