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1 Introduction

This document contains a summary of materials on the canonization of the New Testament
scriptures. It is based on two main sources: The Open Yale course RLST 152, lecture 2 ([2]
in the bibliography) and also the book The New Testament – it’s background, growth and
content, source [1].

Why these two sources? When investigating a matter like this – and any matter, for
that sake – personal opinions and intentions seem to easily cloud our minds and influence
the conclusion of the investigators. It therefore seems rational to hear the same story twice
– once from a non-Christian perspective [2], and once from a Christian perspective [1].
Both perspectives are given from professional experts in the field. Since this is meant as
supplementary to the lecture series, I base this note on the Christian view1 rather than the
lectures, and I only add comments from the lectures when (i) I find that the two sources do
not agree, or (ii) if I find that the lectures add valuable information, or (iii) when I want
to demonstrate a point that they both agree on.

I find that the two sources agree to a great extent. Yet, note that they reach
diverging personal conclusions when it comes to the derivative issue2 of the truth-content
of the New Testament: Was Jesus whom he claimed to be – the very Son of God – or was
he not? Though some would speak to the contrary, I mean that this question should be
any layman’s primary reason for interest in this matter in the first place.

1NB! The order of things here is actually of importance. That I add comments where I find the two
sources to disagree, does not imply that they agree where no comments are added. This is so because [2]
has never been asked to comment on what [1] states.

2whether what is written in NT is true or not, is not discussed in this context
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The rest of the document contains a summary (chapter 2), followed by a short list
(chapter 3) of key points that both sources seem to agree on.

2 A summary of the canonization of the New Testament

These are the outlines that i gather from chapter 12 in [1], extended with remarks from [2].
The chapter is only 10 pages long, and serves as a summary already. All in all, this chapter
must be considered a summary of of two summaries. Information from [2] is indicated by
the letters OY, standing for Open-Yale.

Preparation and background:

� Canon comes from an ancient Semitic root meaning a reed or a stalk. When applied
to a group of several literary pieces, a canon of literature was the established critical
standard of that material. Used with reference to the Bible; it refers to the collection
of books that are received as divinely inspired and therefore authoritative for faith
and life. [OY: Canon is is Scripture with boundaries to it. Scripture is writings
considered holy and authoritative. Not all religions have Scripture, even if they have
holy writings.]

� The Bible of the earliest Christians was the Old Testament (OT), and with one possible
exception (2.Peter 3:16), all the references in the New Testament (NT) writings to
”the scriptures” refer to Jewish Scriptures.[OY: Scripture in NT is mostly used to
refer to Jewish scripture].

� Like any pious Jew, Jesus and the apostles accepted OT and appealed to it as to oracles
of God that cannot be set aside. For them, OT pointed forward to the coming of the
Messiah. It follows; that OT can be rightly understood only with reference to this
fulfilment. [OY: Oral traditions about Jesus existed. Different disciples remembered
different things.]

� The supreme authority of the earliest Christians was not OT, but Jesus Christ, who
had come to fulfil the law and the prophets (Matt. 5:17), and who, in doing this, had
given authoritative pronouncements concerning what is the true nad most profound
meaning of OT.

Concl.: It is therefore not surprising that in the early church the words of Jesus were treasured
and quoted, taking their place beside OT and being held as equal or superior authority
to it (Acts 20:35; 1 Cor 7:10,12; 9:14; 1 Tim 5:18).

OY concl.: Lecturerer emphasizes that there were pseudographs on the market. Colossians and
Ephesians is arguably not written by Paul. The author of Ephesians uses another
forged letter, namely the Colossians, in addition to other Pauline material, to write
his letter. The lecturer concludes that
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– Paul’s letters were immitated

– New letters were made

– Paul’s letters were so famous that they were referred to as Scripture

The very early evolution:

� Just when it was that certain Christian writings began to be generally
accepted as of equal autority with OT is not known. Presumably, as each
Gospel was completed, it was approved (cf. John 21:24) and used for public reading.
The collection of Pauls letters must have begun early, even in the apostles own lifetime
(Col 4:16). The book of Acts doubtless shared the circulation and acceptance of Luke’s
earlier volume, the Third Gospel. [OY: The collection of Paul’s letters is the first
development you have of what would be considered Christian holy writings.]

� OY: Luke claims to have been investigating (see Luk 1). He based his investigations on
existing oral and written traditions. Oral traditions were highly regarded at the time.
Papias says ”For I did not take pleasure, as the multitude does, in those who say
many things, but in those who teach the things that are true. Nor did I take pleasure
in those who recall strange commands, but in those who recall the commands given by
the Lord to the faith and coming from truth itself. But if per chance there came also
anyone who had followed the presbyters, I made inquiry concerning the words of the
presbyters, what Andrew or what Peter had said, or what Philp or what Thomas or
James, or what John or Mathew or one of the other disciples of the Lord said. [] For
I did not suppose that the things from the books would aid me so much as
things from the living and continuing voice.” (Papias, A.D. 130-140)

� During the course of the second century most churches came to possess and
acknowledge a canon that included the present four Gospels, the Acts, thirteen letters
of Paul, 1 Peter and 1 John. The seven remaining books in todays NT still lacked
general recognition. It is hard to say whether this was the cause or the effect of the
divergent opinions concerning their canonicity. Also other writings, like the Letter of
Barnabas, the Shepherd of Hermas and the Didache was also popular, but rejected
by the majority.

� Already in 2 Peter (3:15-16) we read that the author refer to ”our beloved brother
Paul [who] wrote to you according to the wisdom given him... as he does in all his
letters.” All his letters must at least be many of them.

� Clement of Rome, in a letter written about A.D. 96 refer to OT and also remarks
on Paul’s (first) letter to the Corinthians, quoting some sentences from it. He alludes
to one or two other letters that Paul wrote as well. The quotations show that a
copy of a letter that Paul had written in the late 50s to Corinth in Greece
wa also available in Rome in the year 96.
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� Barnabas of Alexandria in A.D 125 writes about how Christians should interprete
OT, and makes use of various parts of NT, though not referring by name to any
particular book of NT. Also Hermas book The Shepherd contains allusions to several
NT books. Both The letter of Barnabas and The Shpeherd were so highly regarded
that they were included in the famous Codex Sinaiticus, a 4th century copy of the
Greek Bible, and also in the earliest complete uncial manuscript of NT.

� Justin Martyr (A.D. 100-c.a.165) wrote from the middle of the second century.
He quotes freely from the three Synoptic Gospels, referring to them as to the memoirs
of the apostles. We do not know if he knew the gospel of John, but he refers to the
Revelation of John by name. This is the first time a reference by name is made by
the church fathers to any of the NT documents. [OY: Justing Martyr talks about the
memoirs of the Apostles. We think he talks about the gospels. At least he knows that
there is written material.]

� Tatian, a syrian Christian, decided towards the end of the second century (perhaps
A.D. 170), to weave all four gospels into one; the Diatessaron (”Through the Four”).
It was dissaminated among Eastern churches. [OY: Generally in Rome at this time
(mid-second century) the four gospels we have in NT today, had become the most
popular ones (but some accepted 5 or 6 gospels). Some people, like Tatius, asked
why one would have four gospels, and tried to weave them together to one (hence
Diatessaron).]

� OY: People (e.g. Papias) would argue that the four gospels were authoritative because
they were written by apostles, or more correctly their disciples. Hence they were in-
cluded in the canon (ultimately). But people didn’t know what they were talking about.
Papias, for instance, thought that Matthew was originally written in Hebrew. Today
we believe that the four gospels were anonymously (NOT pseudonymously) published.

Concl.: These are the beginnings of the slow, steady spread and recognition of books of NT by
various Christian writers, starting in the late-first century.

First major period of development of the Canon (A.D. 180-200

� Irenaeus of Lyons(ca. A.D. 130-200), si the first among patristic writers to
makes full use of NT. The Apologists (such as Justin and Athenagoras) are content
with quoting OT and the Lord’s own words in the Gospels as proof of divine revelation,
but Irenaeus shows the unity of OT and NT, as opposed to Gnostic separation
of the two. In his work Against Heresis he quotes 1,075 passages from almost all of
the books of NT.

� Tertullian of Carthage(ca. A.D. 150-ca. A.D. 225) was an African lawyer who
became the author of many writings in Latin (and some in Greek). He went tooth
and nail after the heretic Marcion, who had made a modified Christian canon by
joining an abbreviated Gospel of Luke with several Pauline Letters. Tertullian attacks
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Marcion vehemently for having cut out the majoriy of NT books from the canon. [OY:
Marcion’s (d. A.D. 160) attempt at making an authoritative list of books is the first
attempt at canonizing that we read about in history of NT. Such instances made it
clear for the church that they needed to pronounce what they thought of as the correct
canon. The lecturer also expands on how Marcion accused the apostles of having
adulterated the Pauline letters, by adding things that were not originally there.]

� Tatius Flavius Clement (ca. A.D. 150- ca. A.D. 215) makes, in his writings,
copious citations of both classical and biblical literature. The tot. nbr. of citations is
about 8000, of which more than a third come from non-Christian authors, 1,575 from
the four Gospels and 1,375 from the Pauline Epistles. Clement cites all of the books
of NT except Philemon, James, 2 Peter and 2 and 3 John.

Concl.: Thus from the works of Irenaeus, Tertullian and Clement during the latter part of
the second century, we have evidence for the wide-spread recognition of twenty of the
twenty-seven books of NT. The secen books that still lack general recognition: Hebrews,
James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude and Revelation.

Second major period of development; Ante-nicene writers

� Origen (ca. A.D. 185-ca. A.D. 254) is by far the greatest Eastern ante-nicene
(pre Nicene-Creed) writer. He travelled a lot and had the opportunity of observeing
the usage of churches and individual Christians as to the acceptance of books of NT.
He declares that one has to distinguish between the acknowledged books (the four
Gospels, forteen letters of Paul [including Hebrews and the letters to Timothy and
Titus], the Acts of the Apostles, 1 Peter, 1 John, and the Revelation of John [22 books
in total]) which all Christians accepted as scripture, and the disputed books (among
these were James, 2 and 3 John , Jude and 2 Peter), which some did not accept.
Origen accepted the above listed disputed books as belonging to NT.

� (During 3rd and 4th century the sifting of books belonging to NT continued. Some
came to be acknowledged as canonical. Others as apocryphal.) [OY: Throughout the
third to the sixth centuries, the canon gets solidified. This could be due to the invention
of codices. The invention of codices – arguable by Christians – made it important to
decide which books shoul be included and not. Hence the need for solidifying a canon
were enhanced.]

� Eusebious of Caesarea makes a careful study of the usage of writings throughout
the church, and lists in his Ecclesiastical history three cathegories. The generally
accepted books are the same as those Origen lists. Thereafter he lists five widely
accepted books (James, Jude, 2 Peter (eralier regarded by Eusebius as spurious)
and 2 and 3 John). Eusebius accepts all these books himself, and together, these
22 + 5 = 27 books constitute NT as we know it today. The last of Eusebius’
categories contains five spurious books: Acts of Paul, Hermas, Apocalypse of Peter,
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Barnabas and the Didache. He also says that perhaps the Revelation of John should
be added to these books.

� After Eusebius’ time (about A.D. 325), fluctuations in the canon are lim-
ited and only occasional. [OY: The lecturer points out an interesting anecdote
about the books that at present are considered apocryphal by protestants. These books
were included in the Christian Bible until the reformation. The Roman- catholics still
have them in their Bibles. However, the protestants of practised burgling scholarship
of the 16th century to go back to the original text. Hence they threw out all Greek
manuscripts that had not originally been written in Hebrew, since they reasoned that
this would leave them with the oldest set of texts. However, I am not sure the lecture
said that this was a right conclusion. At least he claims that there were more Jews
speaking Greek in the first century, than Arameic or Hebrew. The Jews started using
Hebrew again, perhaps as a reaction to Christian predominance. The Jewish Bible
was developed over the course of the 3rd – 6th century.]

� (Note that [1] doesn’t even mention the Nicene creed in the context of the canonization
of NT.)

Further confirmation of the established canon, and further comments

� In the East, Athanasius (A.D. 367) was the first to list the 27 books in our NT
as exclusively canonical. In the West, the African Synods of Hippo Regius (A.D.
393) and Carthage (A.D. 397 and 419) the 27 books of NT were accepted. [OY: The
first list we have of the 27 books now included in NT, is from an eastern letter by
Athanasius from A.D. 367. Interestingly, he lists Paul’s letters last. However, after
this time we still get different lists in other bishoprics. 367 then, was not the time
where the canon was set! Actually, a complete universal canon is till not agreed upon
– this is quite surprising! ]

� Augustin supported the above mentioned canon, and through Jeromes Latin Vulgate
translation, it soon came into general acceptance throughout the Western church.
In the East, doubts concerning the Revelation of John, but eventually most of the
Eastern church came to accept the same canon as the Western church. The Syrian
church, however, accepted only 22 books; 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude and Revelation
are lacking from the standard version of the Syriac Bible, called the Peshitta, dating
back to the early part of the 5th century.

� External circumstances assisting in the process of canonization of NT:

– The emergence of heretical sects with their own sacred books made it imperative
for the church to determine the limits of the canon.

– Periods of persecution: In AD 303, when Christians were persecuted under Dio-
cleian, it became a matter of utmost importance to know which books could and
which books could not be handed over to the imperial police.
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� As far as can be determined, the chief criterion for acceptance of particular writings
as sacred, authoritative and worthy of being read in services of worship were

– Orthodoxy: Conformity to what was called the ”rule of faith”; the congruity
of a given writing with the basic Christian tradition recognized as normative for
the church.

– Apostolicity: apostolic authorship. This criterion was not applied in a narrow
sense, however.

– Consensus: continuous acceptance and usage in the church

[OY: Why those particular documents: Not only because they were believed to
be inspired documents, which many documents were considered, but also the following
three reasons:

– apostolic authorship was also required3

– general acceptance in the church. Thomas’ gospel might have gained some popu-
larity in the East, but generally over time, the Christian leaders tried to include
only those that were accepted by the church as a whole.

– Theological acceptability. Documents whose doctrine were thought of as heretical
were excluded. Also, you would believe that something was apostolic if it sup-
ported what you wanted the Bible to say. (e.g. the gospels...) Note it could also
be the other way sometimes: ”It is authoritative must be written by an apostle!”

� The above stated criteria seem to have been adopted over the course of the 2nd
century, and never modified thereafter, though there were variations in how the
criteria were applied.

� In light of the above point, it is therefore not surprising that the status of a few books
remained doubtful.

� It is remarkable that though the fringes of the NT canon remained unsetled, a high
degree of unanimity concerning the greater part of the NT canon was attained
within the first two centuries among the very diverse and scattered congre-
gations not only in the Mditerranean world, but also over an area extending
from Britain to Mesopotamia.

� Also; when towards the close of the 4th century church synods and coun-
cils began to issue pronouncements concerning the NT canon, they were
merely ratifying the judgement of individual Christians throughout the
church who had come to perceive by intuitive insight the inherent worth of
the several books. In the most basic sense, neither individuals nor councils created

3today, however, we believe that in many cases they were wrong when assuming that a certain document
was written by an apostle or even a close disciple.
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the canon; instead they came to recognize and acknowledge the self-authenticating
quality of these writing, which imposed themselves as canonical upon the church.

� The question how, when and why our four Gospels came to be selected for their
supreme position may seem to be a mystery – but it is a clear case of the survival
of the fittest.

OY: Who made the canon: Some counsels called by emperors (Constantine and suc-
cessors) tried to settle the canon, but generally the canon developed over time due to
different natural processes.

3 Points that both sources seem to agree on

From the above, I conclude that the following list contains points that both lectures agree
on

� Oral traditions about Jesus existed, and were highly treasured.

� Paul’s letters were gathered already during the first century (perhaps even in his own
lifetime), and treasured so highly that they were referred to as scripture

� Already by the mid-second century the four gospels that we now include in NT were
the most used ones in Rome.

� The fight against heretics like Marcion, who already in mid-second century tried to
make a list of authoritative documents, made it imperative for the church to decide
which writings to include.

� From the 3rd century and on, the canon that by then had evolved, was merely solidi-
fying its boundaries.

� The three main criteria for a document to be included into the canon was apostolic
authorship, general acceptance in the church and theological acceptability/consensus.

� It was not church counsels of the 4th century that settled the NT canon. Rather it
evolved through natural selection with survival of the fittest.
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