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IV. Canon

A. Definition
B. Old Testament

C. New Testament
1. In the New Testament, the fundamental locus of authority was the person of Jesus

Christ. He was recognized by his followers as Messiah and Lord, and his teachings
therefore carried divine authority.
a. Consequently, the records of his activity and his teaching, the gospels, held pride

of place among the New Testament literature.
b. The apostles, as his appointed representatives and those who knew him best and

could testify as eyewitnesses to his resurrection, stood in the next place of
authority. Their words carried his delegated authority and thus constituted (along
with the gospels) the foundation upon which the church built its doctrines and
practices.

c. At the same time, the church, following Jesus, acknowledged the authority and
inspiration of the Hebrew Scriptures. The meaning of the Scriptures, however,
could only be rightly known when interpreted according to Jesus’ teaching.

2. In the decades following Jesus’ death and resurrection, oral preaching of the gospel
and instruction of the churches predominated. However written documents soon
began to be distributed among the churches that carried the apostolic stamp of
approval, so to speak.
a. The earliest Christian documents we possess are the New Testament letters

(exception: John’s letters were written after the gospels).
(1) Paul’s letters total thirteen: nine to churches, and four to individuals, written

between 48-66 C.E. 
(2) Peter writes two letters dating from the 60s to churches in what is now north-

central Turkey.
(3) James’ letter, possibly the earliest Christian document we have, was written

between the 40s and the 60s to a church or churches in Palestine.1

(4) Jude’s letter is difficult to date, but probably comes from the 50s or 60s.
(5) The author of the letter to the Hebrews writes sometime before 70, probably in

the early to mid-60s.
(6) The apostle John writes three letters to churches or individuals, probably in

the 90s.
b. According to Luke, numerous accounts of Jesus’ life and teaching were already

being distributed when he purposed to write his gospel (Luke 1:1-4). 
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(1) His account, along with his book about the early church’s history and the
history of Paul’s ministry (Acts) was likely published sometime in the 60s or
early 70s. 

(2) Mark’s gospel, which served as one of Luke’s sources, and which was
therefore one of those accounts to which Luke made reference in his
introduction, must have been written and published earlier, perhaps as early as
the late 40s or early 50s.

(3) Matthew’s gospel probably dates from approximately the same time as that of
Luke.

(4) John’s gospel was the latest to be written, and dates from the late 80s or early
90s.

c. Centers of Christian activity, such as Antioch, Rome, Jerusalem, Ephesus,
Corinth, Caesarea, and Alexandria, also became centers for the collection and
distribution of Christian materials and teaching.

3. By the end of the first century, or the early second century, the written gospels have
been widely distributed. More importantly, for the purposes of our discussion, the
four gospels have begun to be distributed as a unit, “the [one] Gospel,” with titles
differentiating the authors (“according to Matthew,” etc.).
a. We have early, but fragmentary, evidence from the papyri of e.g., portions of the

Gospel of John, dating from ca. 130 (about a quarter-century after its
composition).

b. About the years 140-150, Justin refers to the “memoirs of the apostles” being read
in church services.2 

c. Around the middle of the second century, Tatian produced the Diatesseron, a
recasting of the four gospels into a single narrative.

d. We have evidence of early (second century) translations of the gospels into Syriac,
Coptic, and Old Latin.

4. Around the same time, we have evidence that Paul’s letters have been collected and
begun to be distributed. The set was known as “the Apostle.”
a. Clement of Rome writes to the Corinthian church in the year 95 or 96 and cites

from Paul’s letter to them as well as from other New Testament sources
(including allusions to the book of Hebrews). This would indicate that the church
in Rome has knowledge of and access to at least some of Paul’s letters.

b. Marcion of Sinope (ca. 85-ca. 160) produced his own “canon” which included ten
of Paul’s letters and a heavily edited version of Luke’s gospel–“the Gospel” and
“the Apostle.” Around the year 140 he came to Rome and began teaching a
heretical view based on his understanding of Paul’s theology.

c. Marcion’s activity forced the church to clarify its own stance in regard to the
delineation of holy Scripture. 
(1) Were the Hebrew Scriptures part of the Christian Scriptures? 
(2) Which gospels (and how many) were genuine? 
(3) What other books carried divine inspiration, being legitimately linked to the

authoritative word of Christ given through his apostles?

27



5. Beginning in the second century, an important summary of what the church believed
was known as “the Rule of Faith.”3

a. According to Origen, the “rule of faith” was “the teaching of the church preserved
unaltered and handed down in unbroken succession from the apostles.”4

(1) Note the importance of the connection to the apostles, and the unaltered nature
of the contents (in contrast to what the church would insist the heretical sects
possessed–changed or novel ideas without apostolic sanction).

(2) Note also the appeal to a single set of beliefs owned by “the (entire) church.”
b. The “Rule” was somewhat flexible, depending upon the slant and emphasis of a

particular writer or church, or on the strength of particular heresies in the area. 
(1) Tertullian, for example, describes the Holy Spirit in a much lengthier passage

than did Irenaeus. 
(2) If the Gnostics were especially strong in the region around a church, the

“Rule” might be more insistent on certain doctrines which the Gnostics
denied, such as the actual sufferings of Christ. 

c. Reduced to its essence, the areas of universal agreement, the “Rule of Faith” was
a summation–though expressed in various wordings–of the essential doctrines of
Christian faith which were universally held by all true believers and openly
professed in all the churches.

6. Irenaeus (d. ca. 202), bishop of Lyons in Gaul, is a crucial witness in this
development.5

a. His importance stems in large part because of his close personal association with
the apostolic tradition. 
(1) He was the disciple of Polycarp (who died as a martyr in 156, after serving

Christ for eighty-six years, according to his testimony).
(2) Polycarp was a disciple of the apostle John, perhaps for as long as twenty or

more years.
(3) Irenaeus is therefore only one generation removed from the apostles.

b. Irenaeus writes an important work, Against the Heretics (ca. 180), to contend with
Gnostic teachers who claim to have a secret source of Jesus’ teachings that were
not given to the Twelve, but were entrusted to other, more spiritual followers who
preserved his teachings and passed them on to those seeking true enlightenment.

c. According to Irenaeus, there are four–and only four–gospels, something which he
claims is believed throughout the Christian world as an axiomatic fact.

d. Irenaeus is the first to delineate a clear listing of what the content of the “Rule of
Faith” included.6

7. Marcion’s list of Scripture provoked a response from the church. Gradually a
consensus emerged as the church confirmed (mostly through practice) their
acknowledgment of what would become the New Testament.
a. They affirmed their acceptance of the Jewish Scriptures as a necessary part of the

Christian revelation of God, including the identification of Yahweh/God as the
creator of the world and the Father of Jesus Christ.
(1) The Old Testament told of the divine preparation for the coming of Christ. 
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(2) The Old Testament was affirmed as the prophetic foretelling of the promises
to Israel which the New Testament/Christ fulfilled.

b. They affirmed the inspiration and apostolicity of all four gospels.
c. They affirmed the inspiration and apostolicity of Paul’s letters as well as the book

of Acts.
d. By the end of the second century, lists of the books that are recognized as

Scriptures appear (such as the Muratorian Canon, which relates the list of
recognized books by the church in Rome).
(1) Most of the books of the New Testament are included; a few are omitted or

marked as questionable.
(2) A few books that were later dismissed (such as Wisdom of Solomon and The

Revelation of Peter) are included.7

e. By the end of the third century, most of the New Testament books are recognized
as Scripture and are widely used in the churches throughout the Roman empire.
Even some that are disputed are widely used in portions of the empire.8

8. Beginning ca. 170 in Phrygia, an enthusiastic young man named Montanus began
claiming to be a prophet through whom the Holy Spirit spoke.
a. Montanus was soon joined by two women, Maximilla and Priscilla, who became

the chief prophetesses.
(1) They claimed to be the “New Prophecy,” superseding Scripture (i.e., the Old

Testament) and the apostolic teaching.
(2) They also claimed to be the mouthpieces for the Paraclete (the Holy Spirit),

and occasionally spoke in the first person as if God were speaking directly
through them, in the manner of the Old Testament prophets.9

(3) They predicted the soon return of Christ (to Phrygia) and urged believers to a
stricter level of discipline and higher standards of morality.

(4) The Montanists’ claim of authority for their prophecies conflicted with the
need to authenticate true Christian teaching by comparison with the apostolic
traditions.

b. Various elements of the Montanists’ message and claims combined to bring about
the condemnation and excommunication of the movement by a synod of bishops
in Asia Minor (the earliest known meeting of a synod of bishops).10

(1) The Montanists responded by scolding the “unspiritual” churches for rejecting
their prophecies.

(2) Tertullian, a convert to Montanism, complained bitterly that the leaders of the
church were trying “to chase the Holy Spirit into a book.”11

9. In 367, Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria, writing in his annual Easter encyclical to
the churches, lists the twenty-seven books of the New Testament which are
acknowledged as authoritative and inspired. 
a. His listing became the consensus for the Eastern churches (which continued to

allow converts to read Didache and Shepherd of Hermas, though without
elevating these books to the level of Scripture). 
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1. James was not an apostle, but was the half-brother of Jesus and the early leader of the Jerusalem
church.

2. According to Justin, the church would also read from “the prophets,” indicating that the church
acknowledged the authority and inspiration of the Old Testament. See Bruce, The Books and
Parchments, 111.

3. The “Rule” itself was known by several names: “the faith,” “the tradition,” “the preaching,” “the Rule
of Truth” (Eerdmans’ Handbook to the History of Christianity, 113). The “Rule of Faith” became the
standardized terminology used by scholars, largely on the strength of Irenaeus and Origen’s usage.

4. Eerdmans’ Handbook to the History of Christianity, 113.

b. Athanasius placed the popular, but disputed, books (such as Wisdom of Solomon)
in a separate category, allowing that they were profitable for edification, but were
not part of inspired Scripture.12

c. Jerome and Augustine similarly produced lists of the canonical books which
included the same set of books as we currently have in the New Testament.

d. The Western churches soon followed with official pronouncements approving
canon lists in the African Councils of Hippo (393) and Carthage (397). 

10. The various groups of Gnostics claimed to have access to secret teachings of Jesus,
often tying their particular beliefs to a single book (such as The Gospel of Thomas or
The Gospel of Truth) which was supposed to contain the secret teachings. 
a. This was contested by the church, who appealed to the consensus of the apostolic

tradition, witnessed by the existence of the four gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John.13

b. But with the widespread influence of Gnostic groups and teachings, the church
needed to clarify which books had apostolic authority and were therefore
trustworthy as inspired sources of revelation.

11. Several important factors or criteria were used to determine whether or not a book
was canonical.
a. Was it used in public worship, especially by either a prominent church or a

majority of churches?
b. Was it recognizably orthodox in content, agreeing with the “Rule of Faith” and

other summaries of apostolic teaching?
c. Was it written by, sponsored by, or otherwise directly linked to an apostle?
d. Was it self-evident in its unique ability to exercise power over people’s lives?

12. For the New Testament, as for the Old, canonization did not confer authority or
inspiration upon the books included. Canonization gave official recognition to what
was already widely acknowledged, namely that the books so designated carried
inherent divine attestation that they were inspired and therefore were uniquely
authoritative for determining doctrine and governing behavior for God’s people.

Endnotes
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5. Bruce, The Books and Parchments, 109.

6. “[This faith consists of belief in] one God, the Father Almighty, who made the heaven and the earth
and the seas and all things that are in them; and in one Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who was made flesh
for our salvation; and in the Holy Spirit, who made known through the prophets the plan of salvation, and
the coming, and the birth from a virgin, and the passion, and the resurrection from the dead, and the
bodily ascension into heaven of the beloved Christ Jesus, our Lord, and his future appearing from heaven
in the glory of the Father to sum up all things and to raise up anew all flesh of the whole human race.”
(Eerdmans’ Handbook to the History of Christianity, 114).

7. In the pre-Nicene era, and the early part of the post-Nicene era, there were many Christian writings
that were considered “inspired,” in the sense that a prophetic word or an especially keen sermon today
might be considered “inspired”–something through which God may communicate truth to people without
rising to the level of universally binding authoritative revelation as we have in Scripture. Some of these
works at one point in time or another, or in one geographical region, were considered a part of Scripture.
Various books were debated for centuries, some of which were finally included in the canon, while
others were excluded. For more detail, see F. F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture***. 

8. See the chart in Shelley, Church History in Plain Language, 67. 

9. One prophecy is quoted as follows: “Man is a lyre, and I move over him like a plectrum.” Eerdmans’
Handbook to the History of Christianity, 74.

10. A synod is a formal meeting of a group of church leaders who represent a particular grouping of
churches (usually from a certain geographical area). As bishops became responsible for numbers of
churches rather than for a single church, the synod became the first level of church organization beyond
the bishop’s realm of authority.  

11. I have not yet been able to track down a reference for this quotation, which has been ascribed to
Tertullian.

12. Bruce, Canon of Scripture, 77-80.

13. González, Story of Christianity, 75-76. In contrast to what is often popularly asserted, neither the
early church nor the Gnostics ever recognized any of the Gnostic gospels as canonical nor considered
them for inclusion in the canon. González points out that the church did not suppress them, but rejected
them outright as fabrications. The Gnostics, for their part, never wanted them regarded as canonical,
which would have required that they acknowledge the rest of the canon, which they did not want to do,
since this would rebut their claim to have the only truly inspired text with its secret revelation! (Story of
Christianity, 76).
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