Canonicity

Our English word “canon”, meaning rule or norm is from the Greek word κανον, which Paul uses in Galatians 6:16: “And as for all who walk by this rule, peace and mercy be upon them, and upon the Israel of God.” 

It refers to the normative or authoritative books inspired by God for inclusion in Holy Scripture

God determines canonicity.  It is not the antiquity, authenticity, or the religious community that makes a book canonical or authoritative

Its authority is established by God and merely discovered by God’s people (see chart for the church’s role)
Questions of Canonicity

Granted that God gave authority and hence canonicity to the Bible, another question arises: How did believers become aware of what God had done?

The accepted canonical books of the Bible themselves refer to other books that are no longer available, for example:

The Book of Jasher (Josh. 10:13) and

The Book of the Wars of the Lord (Num. 21:14)

There are Apocryphal books and the so-called “lost books.” How did the Fathers know those were not inspired?

Don’t John (21:25) and Luke (1:1) speak of a profusion of religious literature?

Weren’t there false epistles (2 Thess. 2:2)?

What marks of inspiration guided the Fathers as they identified and collected the inspired books?

The very fact that some canonical books were doubted at times, on the basis of one principle or another, argues both for the value of the principle and the caution of the Fathers in their recognition of canonicity. It provides assurance that the people of God really included the books God wanted.

The Pace and Impetus for NT Canonization

Gnosticism

Gnosticism was a movement which developed alongside the early Christian church

Gnostics believed that there was special knowledge (“Gnosis”) that was not available to everyone, but which was necessary for salvation

Gnostics wrote many books of their own in the second and third centuries AD, including many from a Christian point of view

Gnostics also interpreted NT passages in a way consistent with Gnosticism

As an example, consider Acts 1:2,3

Act 1:2,3  until the day when he was taken up, after he had given commands through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen.  To them he presented himself alive after his suffering by many proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God.
A Gnostic  would say that this is a place where the NT states that Jesus gave the apostles secret knowledge because it tells that He taught them but doesn’t reveal what the teaching was

Gnosticism provoked a reaction in the church toward recognition of what was and wasn’t scripture

Marcion

Marcion was a wealthy Christian ship owner from Sinope, a seaport on the Black Sea in what is now northern Turkey, who had given much money to the church over a period of years

At the end of July, 144AD Marcion appeared at a hearing before the clergy of the church at Rome

Because of what he said to them, he was excommunicated and his contributions were returned

Marcion believed that

There was a supreme God of goodness (NT) and an inferior God of justice (OT)

Jesus was the messenger of the supreme God

The two testaments cannot be reconciled, and anything in the NT that spoke of Jesus being the Jewish Messiah was the result of misunderstanding by Jesus’ Jewish disciples

Marcion published his own personal canon, with only Luke and ten of Paul’s epistles (all except the letters to Timothy and Titus), in the middle of the second century

Even these he heavily edited, e.g., leaving out Luke 1-4 because Marcion believed, along with the Gnostics, that Jesus only appeared to be human and could not have really been born to a woman.  Therefore, chapters like these, which deal with events surrounding his birth, had no place in scripture

The appearance of Marcion’s edited canon speeded up the church’s canonization process and forced orthodox Christians to state more clearly which books they already believed were from God 

Montanism

Sometimes after the middle of the second century AD, a man named Montanus, soon after his conversion to Christianity, began to speak in tongues and claimed that he was the inspired instrument for a new outpouring of the Holy Spirit

He and two women, Priscilla and Maximilla, who had left their husbands to join his mission, settled in the village of Pepuza in west central Turkey, convinced that the Heavenly Jerusalem would soon descend to earth there

Their supposedly prophetic oracles were written down and gathered together as scripture by their followers and gave vivid pronouncements about the imminent end of the world

The movement spread to both Rome and North Africa, and even the church father Tertullian joined it

Ultimately, after attempted exorcisms of the two prophetesses, the church declared Montanism to be heresy and excommunicated those who held to it

Montanism had the opposite effect from the Marcionite heresy.  It made the church tend toward refusal to recognize the creation of new scriptures and also caused doubt to be thrown on eventually accepted books like Revelation and Hebrews

Persecution by Destruction of Scripture

In 303 emperor Diocletian issued a decree that

All copies of Christian scriptures and liturgical books be burned

All Christian churches be demolished

All meetings for Christian worship be canceled

Resistance to this decree was punishable by imprisonment, torture, or death

The imperial police enforced the first provision by house to house searches for scripture

Situations like this made believers want to be very sure what was scripture and what was not

Prior to 313 the church faced frequent persecution that did not allow leisure for research, reflection, and recognition. As soon as that was possible, it was only a short time before there was general recognition of all canonical books by the regional councils of Hippo (393) and Carthage (397)

Five Criteria for Canonicity:

Was the book written by a prophet or apostle of God?

The arguments Paul used against the false teachers at Galatia were also used as grounds for rejecting a letter that was forged or written under false pretenses. One such letter is mentioned in 2 Thessalonians 2:2. 

When an author pretends to be an apostle in order to gain acceptance of his ideas, as the writers of many New Testament pseudepigraphical books did, then it is moral deception.

Was the writer confirmed by acts of God?

Does the message tell the truth about God?

Did it come with the power of God to edify and equip believers?
Was it accepted by the people of God?

Applying Principles of Canonicity to the NT

The criteria weren’t explicitly and mechanically applied by some commission 

The fixation of the finally agreed list of books, and of the order in which they were to be arranged, was the result of a very gradual process:

The criterion that ultimately came to prevail was apostolicity. Unless a book could be shown to come from the pen of an apostle, or at least to have the authority of an apostle behind it, it was rejected, however edifying or popular with the faithful it might be

There were certain books that hovered for a long time on the fringe of the canon, but in the end failed to secure admission to it

Some of the books that were eventually included had to wait a considerable time before achieving universal recognition

Hebrews—Because the author is unknown. It was accepted as having apostolic authority, if not apostolic authorship.  Also because of the use of Hebrews 6:1-6 by the Montanists
James—Because of conflict with Paul’s teaching about salvation by faith alone. Conflict resolved by seeing works as an outgrowth of real faith.

2 Peter—Because the style differs from 1 Peter. But Peter used a scribe to write 1 Peter (see 5:12), who may have helped him smooth out his Greek.

2 and 3 John—Because author is called “elder,” not apostle. However, Peter called himself an elder too (1 Peter 5:1). They are cited in the earliest lists of the canon.

Jude—Because he refers to the Book of Enoch and the Assumption of Moses. He does not call them Scripture, though, much like Paul quoting pagan poets (Acts 17:28; Titus 1:12)

Revelation—Because it teaches a thousand-year reign of Christ, which was taught by a some early cults. There was also a backlash against apocalyptic literature because of the “visions” of the Montanists

Several centuries went by before all the books in the canon were recognized

By today’s standards, communication and transportation were slow even when the church was not being persecuted, so it took longer for the believers in the West to become fully aware of the evidence for books that had circulated first in the East, and vice versa

The first official document that prescribes the 27 books of our NT as alone canonical is Athanasius’s Easter letter for the year 367, although a fragment from the latter part of the 2nd century includes 22 or 23 of the 27

The Witness of the Holy Spirit.

The recognition of canonicity was not a mere mechanical matter settled by a synod or ecclesiastical council

It was a providential process directed by the Spirit of God as he witnessed to the church about the reality of the Word of God

This is not to say that the Holy Spirit mystically spoke in visions to settle questions of canonicity. The witness of the Spirit convinced them of the reality that a God-breathed canon existed, not its extent

Faith joined evidence; objective principles were used; but the Fathers knew what writings had been used in their churches to change lives and teach hearts by the Holy Spirit. This subjective testimony joined the objective evidence in confirming what was God’s Word.

Tests for canonicity were not mechanical means to measure the amount of inspired literature, nor did the Holy Spirit say, “This book or passage is inspired; that one is not.” That would be disclosure, not discovery

The Holy Spirit providentially guided the examination process and gave witness to the people as they read or heard.

The Witness of Jesus and the Apostles

Although the Jews discovered the OT canon in much the same way as the Christian church fathers discovered the NT canon, Christians have a much simpler way to defend the OT canon―its use by Jesus and the apostles

The Jewish OT is arranged differently from the Christian OT:

In the Jewish arrangement there are three divisions, the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings

Jesus references all three of these divisions, speaking in the Upper Room in Luke 24:44 “Then he said to them, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.’" (the third division, the Writings, began with its longest book, Psalms, and was sometimes referred to by that name)
In the Jewish arrangement Genesis is also listed first, but II Chronicles is listed last

Jesus essentially references the whole OT when he says in Luke 11:51 “from the blood of Abel (first recorded martyr in the Jewish order of the OT, Genesis 4:8) to the blood of Zechariah (last recorded martyr in the Jewish order of the OT, II Chronicles 24:21) who perished between the altar and the sanctuary. Yes, I tell you, it will be required of this generation.”
In the Jewish arrangement of the OT there are only 24 books since they collapse the twelve minor prophets into one book, include our double books (Samuel, Kings and Chronicles) as single books, and combine Ezra and Nehemiah into one book

Eighteen of the books are directly quoted by Jesus or the NT authors

Why Some Books Are Not in the Canon

The Apocrypha

The Apocrypha is a set of books written between the third century bc and the first century ad

It consists of 14 or 15 books (depending on how you divide them) which are found in the several ancient copies of important Greek translations of the OT and reflect some of the Jewish tradition and history that came after the time of Malachi (the last OT prophet)

Most of the Apocrypha was accepted as scripture by the Syrian church in the 4th century and was later canonized by the Roman Catholic church

However, these books were never accepted by the Jews as Scripture and are not included in the Hebrew Bible

Those churches that have accepted the Apocrypha have done so long after it was written (4th, 16th, and 17th centuries)

These books were never officially added to the Roman Catholic Bible until 1546 at the Council of Trent. But this is suspect in that they accepted these books on the basis of Christian usage (the wrong reason) just 29 years after Martin Luther had called for some biblical support for beliefs like salvation by works and prayer for the dead (which the Apocrypha provides: Tobit 12:9 and 2 Maccabees 12:45)

The Gnostic “Gospels”

The Gnostic gospels and the writings related to them are part of the New Testament pseudepigrapha, which means “false writing.”

They are so called because the author has used the name of some apostle rather than his own name, for example, the Gospel of Peter and the Acts of John

These were not written by the apostles, but by men in the second century (and later) pretending to use apostolic authority to advance their own teachings. Today we call this fraud and forgery

For the people who advance these writings as legitimate Christian tradition, this poses no problem, because they think that much of the New Testament was written in the same way

The books teach the doctrines of the two earliest heresies, both of which denied the reality of the Incarnation

They said that Jesus was really only a spirit that looked like a man; so His resurrection was just a return to spiritual form

They claim to provide information about Jesus’ childhood, but the stories they record are highly unlikely and are not from eyewitnesses

No one ever accepted these as scripture in any sense except the heretical factions which created them

They are not a legitimate part of the Christian tradition, but a record of the myths and heresies that arose outside of the mainstream of Christianity.
Are the Gnostic gospels on a par with Scripture? The following is a story from the Gospel of Thomas. Read it and decide for yourself.

But the son of Annas the scribe was standing there with Joseph [Mary’s husband]; and he took a branch of a willow and (with it) dispersed the water which Jesus had gathered together. When Jesus saw what he had done he was enraged and said to him: “You insolent, godless dunderhead, what harm did the pools and the water do to you? See, now you shall wither like a tree and shall bear neither leaves nor root nor fruit.” And immediately that lad withered up completely; and Jesus departed and went into Joseph’s house. But the parents of him that was withered took him away, bewailing his youth, and brought him to Joseph and reproached him: “What a child you have, who does such things.” [Gospel of Thomas 3:1–3]

The “Gospel” of Barnabas

Muslims often cite The Gospel of Barnabas in defense of Islamic teaching 
It claims that Jesus did not die on the cross. Rather, it argues that Judas Iscariot died in Jesus’ stead, having been substituted for him at the last minute 
The earliest reference to it comes from a fifth-century work, but even this reference is in doubt 
The earliest form of it known to us is in an Italian manuscript. This has been closely analyzed by scholars and is judged to belong to the 15th or 16th century, that is, 1400 years after the time of Barnabas
There is no reference to it by any Muslim writer before the 15th or 16th century. Surely they would have used it had it been in existence 
No father or teacher of the Christian church ever quoted it from the 1st to the 15th centuries, despite the fact that they quoted all but 11 verses of the NT. If The Gospel of Barnabas had been considered authentic, it more surely would have been cited many times, as were all the other canonical books of Scripture. Had this gospel even been in existence, authentic or not, certainly it would have been cited by someone 
The book contains anachronisms and descriptions of medieval life in western Europe that reveal that it was not written before the 14th century 
