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The Canon of the Bible 

The word "canon" come from the Greek, meaning "reed, measuring rod, standard".   The word was first used by Athanasius (296-373 AD)

Process of canonization: 

1.  Writing of documents.

2.  Circulation of documents.

3.  Recognition of normative character. 

4.  Collection into groups.

5.  Official formation of the canon.

Basic Canon Criteria

 Historical - have the writings been used by earlier generations?

 Literary - is the style consistent with documents written at the time?

 Doctrinal – is it consistent with established religious  views?

Old Testament Canons, based on two main collections:

A.  Hebrew Scriptures -later known as  the Palestinian Canon 

Torah (first 5 books of the Law, also called the Pentateuch)

Prophets (7th - 6th c. BC): Joshua; Judges; Samuel; Kings; Isaiah; Jeremiah; 


Ezekiel; The Book of the Twelve (minor Prophets) 

Writings (6th - 4th c. BC) Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ruth, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes,   

            Lamentations, Esther, Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah, Chronicles. 

The completion of the accepted books of the Old Testament took place after the Babylonian captivity (600-537 BC.) The writings were collected after the people moved back into the land under Ezra and Nehemiah.  By about 400 B.C., the 5 books of the Torah and the Prophets were

accepted as scripture, while  the Writings were generally accepted by the 2nd c. B.C.,  although not formally canonized until the Council of Jamnia about 90 A.D.

Books not accepted in the Canon of the Hebrew Bible: 

· Apocrypha-at least 15 known books (Maccabees, Ecclesiasticus, Tobit, Esdras, etc.)

The term "Apocrypha" (hidden) was coined by the fifth-century biblical scholar, Jerome, and generally refers to the set of ancient Jewish writings written during the period between the last book in the Jewish scriptures, Malachi, and the arrival of Jesus Christ. The apocryphal books include Judith, Tobit, Baruch, Sirach (or Ecclesiasticus), the Wisdom of Solomon, First and Second Maccabees, the two Books of Esdras, additions to the Book of Esther, additions to the Book of Daniel, and the Prayer of Manasseh. 

· Pseudepigrapha - at least 25  known books  (Books of Adam and Eve,  Book of Abraham, Book of Moses, Revelation of Esdras, etc.)  www.pseudepigrapha.com

Example from Apocrypha: 

2 Maccabees 12:39-46 speaks of purgatory, prayers and sacrifices for the dead.  (Vs 46)  “Thus he made atonement for the dead that they might be freed from their sin.”

B. Septuagint - later known as  the Alexandrian Canon  


Septuagint (sometimes abbreviated LXX) is the name given to the Greek translation of the Jewish Scriptures. The Septuagint has its origin in Alexandria, Egypt and was translated between 300-200 
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BC. Widely used among Hellenistic Jews, this Greek translation was produced because many Jews spread throughout the empire were beginning to lose their Hebrew language.  II is believed that 70 to 72 Jewish scholars were commissioned during the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus to carry out the task of translation. The term “Septuagint” means seventy in Latin, and the text is so named because of these 70 scholars. The Septuagint contains the standard 39 books of the Old Testament canon, as well as certain apocryphal books. The Septuagint was also a source of the Old Testament for early Christians during the first few centuries AD. Many early Christians spoke and read Greek, thus they relied on the Septuagint translation for most of their understanding of the Old Testament. The New Testament writers also relied heavily on the Septuagint, as a majority of Old Testament quotes cited in the New Testament are quoted directly from the Septuagint (others are quoted from the Hebrew texts).  

B.  New Testament 

Again, Christ's and the Apostles teachings were first transmitted orally.  The first Christians did consider Jesus' unwritten word as authoritative as the written Scripture.  For example, in 1 Tim 5:18, Paul quoted as Scripture, both Deut. 25:4 and Jesus' words, also recorded in Luke 10:7.  In 1 Thessalonians 2:13, Paul stated that his spoken word is the word of God. "when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it,... as it actually is, the word of God."

Our four canonical gospels did not begin as the gospels of  Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. Different groups of Christians maintained their own oral traditions of Jesus' wisdom, as writing was a specialized skill and not every fellowship enjoyed the services of a scribe.  Eventually  written accounts began to circulate and some versions were viewed as more authoritative.  At least 18 other versions of the Gospels are known and available at this time. 

There may even have been a written document, called the Q document,   available to the  Gospel writers (www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Q_document ).  It was not until the pronouncement of Bishop Irenaeus in 185 AD that  Christians began to accept only the four familiar gospels as authoritative and to refer to them by their modern titles.     

 Criteria used for canonization of New Testament:

· Apostolic Origin - attributed or closely connected to the preaching/teaching   of the first-generation apostles.

· Antiquity - was the book written in the first century? 

· Universal Acceptance - acknowledged by all major Christian communities by the end of the fourth century.

· Liturgical Use - read publicly when Christian communities gathered for their weekly worship.

· Consistent Message(orthodoxy) - presents a theology similar or complementary to other accepted Christian writings.

· Inspiration-does the writer claim inspiration?

These were general criteria, and not every item listed can be proved for each book.  For 

example, Acts and Luke are anonymous and although tradition tells us that Luke was the author, 

he was not an apostle!  2 Peter may have been written in the second century and may not have 

been written by Peter.  As  for orthodoxy, Jude 9 and 14 quote from non-canonical Old Testament books Ascension of Moses and Enoch) . 

.
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As for inspiration, in 1 Cor 14:37 Paul wrote that his written words are a commandment of the Lord. Revelation claims to be a witness of the word of God and it has a number of prophecies (Rev 1:2-3). However, it is one of the disputed books which entered the canon at later stage. On

the other hand,  Philemon , which  does not claim inspiration and contains no prophecy was accepted earlier. One non-canonical book, 1 Clement, claims inspiration (1 Clem 63:2) and was believed to be written by Clement, bishop of Rome in the first century and together with 2 Clement were included in 5th century Codex  Alexandrinus.  

 Canon based on some of  the early 'authorities' :

· early Church fathers 

· lists of canonical books (Muratorian Canon,  Athanasius'  Festal Epistle)

· existing  or contemporary manuscripts (the codex Sinaiticus, the Peshitta,  the Vulgate)

Church Fathers  fought  heresies (e.g.-Marcion) and commented on  prevalent writings. 

· Ignatius of Antioch (50-117 AD ?), possibly a student of John the Apostle

· Polycarp of Smyrna (ca. 70-155 AD)

· Irenaeus (2nd c. AD) in Smyrna, wrote Against Heresies, appointed bishop of Lyon

· Tertullian (155-230) in Carthage

· Origen (185-253), taught in Alexandria, compiled a Bible in Hebrew and 4 Greek translations

· Eusebius of Caesarea (ca. 260-340), called "Father of Church History"

· Athanasius (296-372), Patriarch of Carthage, whose 39th Festal Epistle of 367 CE has a list of canonical books 
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A=Accepted, D=Disputed, R=Rejected

Presently Known Non-Canonical New Testament Books  (from aggreen.net/bible/noncanon.html)

· Gospels -at least 18 books (Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of James, Gospel of Mary, etc)

· Acts - 28  (Acts of Andrew, Acts of Barnabas, Acts of Peter, etc.)

· Epistles - 14 (Epistle of the Apostles, Epistle to the Laodiceans, etc. )

· Apocalypses - 13  (Apocalypse  of Adam, Revelation of Moses,  Apocalypse of James)

About 50 of these books were found in the Nag Hammadi library in 1945 in Egypt.

The Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox  Bibles 

The African Synod of Hippo, in 393, approved  the Septuagint version of the Bible, a decision that was repeated by Councils of Carthage in 397 and 419. 

At the beginning of what came to be called the Reformation,  Martin Luther included James, Jude, Hebrews and Revelation in his list of New  Testament books, but considered them to have inferior status. He particularly disliked James which he labeled (in his 1522 German translation of New         Testament) as "Epistle of Straw".  Luther and  other Protestant leaders decided to organize the Old Testament material according to the official canon of Judaism rather than the Septuagint, so they did not include the Apocryphal books. Some Protestant Bibles included the Apocryphal books as a separate section of the Bible and so published them.  The King James Version was originally published with the Apocrypha. However, the books of the Apocrypha were considered less important, and the Apocrypha was eventually dropped from most Protestant editions.

The Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches did not follow the Protestant revisions, and in 1546 the Catholic Council of Trent reaffirmed the canonicity of all 46 books of the Old Testament based on the Septuagint.  Catholic Old Testaments include 1st and 2nd Maccabees, Baruch, Tobit, Judith, The Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), additions to Esther, and the stories of Susanna and Bel and the Dragon which are included in Daniel. Orthodox Old Testaments include these plus 1st and 2nd Esdras, Prayer of Manasseh, Psalm 151 and 3rd Maccabees.

