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The Canon:

How God Gaye H
™ Cothe Church '

Not since the birth of the church has the uniqueness of Christian Scripture been
so questioned. Discoveries of Essene Judaism at Qumran and gnostic Christian-
ity at Nag Hammadi have uncovered ancient religious literature that, some
believe, challenge traditional views of Scripture. When such discoveries are made,
do we consider adding them to our Canon—that final list of sacred books in the
Bible? The Christianity Today Institute invited five scholars to present differing
viewpoints on the origin and nature of the Canon.
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Why shouldn’t

we believe we now
have additional
authentic informa-
tion about Jesus’
words and deeds?
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TheProcess:
HowWe Got OurBible

Ronald Youngblood

“Isn’t it great that God has given us some addi-
tional sayings of Jesus!” said Jim to the other
members of his Bible-study group. “Listen to this:
Jesus said to them, "Give to Caesar what is Cae-
sar's, give to God what is God's, and give to me
what is mine." " " T

“Wait a minute,” Cindy responded. "My Bible
leaves out that last clause.”

“But that's just the point,” Jim insisted. “Mat-
thew, Mark, and Luke don't include it, but it's right
here in the Gospel of Thomas, an extra New Testa-
ment book found in Egypt over 40 years ago!”

iven the discovery of 49 ancient religious
Gbooks (including the Gospel of Thomas)
near Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt in
1945, why shouldn’t Jim believe we now have
additional authentic information about Jesus’
words and deeds? And given the 1947 discovery
of hundreds of manuscripts near the northwest
shore of the Dead Sea, shouldn’t we at least
consider the possibility of expanding the Old
Testament?
These questions, and others like them, relate
to the process of establishing the Canon of Holy
Scripture.

The measure of Scripture

Actually, the word canon comes from the Greek
kanon, which in turn comes from the Hebrew
ganeh (reed, measuring rod). As is well known,
the Old Testament canon consists of 39 books. It
derives ultimately from the three-part Hebrew
canon of Judaism, which includes the same 39
books but counts and arranges them differently
(thus explaining references to a 22- or 24-book
canon). These three parts—the Torah (law, in-
struction), Nevi'im (prophets), and Ketuvim
(writings)—are referred to by the acronym of
Tanak.

Ancient Jewish witnesses, beginning with the
Old Testament itself, provide ample and formid-
able testimony to the origins and development of
the Canon among God’s people. Exodus 24:7;
Joshua 8:30-31; 2 Kings 14:6; 22:11-13; 23:3;
Nehemiah 8:8-9, 14-17; 10:28-39; 13:1-3 all
take for granted a written Torah, in whole or in
part, that has divine authority and is therefore to
be obeyed. During the exile, the prophet Daniel
refers to a portion of the writings of Jeremiah,
his older contemporary, as among “‘the Scrip-
tures’' (Dan. 9:2). And after the exile, the formula

“Asitiswritten” (or its equivalent) began to gain
prominence (2 Chron. 30:5, 18; Ezra 3:4; Neh.
8:15).Itis clear, then, that substantial sections of
the books later gathered as the Tanak were early
recognized as authoritative. o

In about 190 B.c. Ben Sira, the last Palestinian
Jewish author known by name-until the New
Testament period, wrote an apocryphal (“hid-
den, esoteric’’) book of wisdom later called Ec-
clesiasticus. Parts of this book hint that most of
the books of the Torah and Nevi'im were recog-
nized as canonical by that time (although none
of the Minor Prophets is mentioned by name). In
addition, Ecclesiasticus 39:1 mentions “the law
of the Most High ..., the wisdom of all the
ancients, and . . . prophecies,” which may have
paved the way for the later threefold division of
the Hebrew canon. Ben Sira’s grandson wrote a
prologue to Ecclesiasticus (about 130 B.c.) in
which he gives three designations to such a
division: “the law and the prophets and the
others who followed after them,” “the law and
the prophets and the other books of the fathers,”
and “the law and the prophecies and the rest of
the books.”

Whether either Ben Sira or his grandson con-
ceived of a “‘canon”’ in the strict sense is debat-
able, but by the first century a.p., at the very
latest, it is clear that the concept of a closed
canon had been formulated and its present lim-
its defined. Philo of Alexandria (c.20 B.c. toc.A.D.
50) refers to “laws, and . . . prophets, and psalms
and other books.” He further insists on the im-
mutability of the laws of Moses and never quotes
from any apocryphal work as Scripture. Jesus
Christ himself, a contemporary of Philo, men-
tions “the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the
Psalms” as ultimately finding their fulfillment
in his own person (Luke 24:44).

Selecting the books of the Old Testament

The earliest attestation (late first century a.p.) of
a 24-book Hebrew canon is the apocryphal 2 Es-
dras 14:38-46, where it is stated that Ezra was
commanded to dictate to five scribes the con-
tents of 94 books, of which 70 were to be read
only by the wise (thus esoteric works) and 2+
were to be made public (thus canonical works).

The Jewish historian Josephus (c. a.p. 37-100)
was the first to distinguish explicitly what we
would call “canonical” books from those we
would call “noncanonical.” He refers to 22 books
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(probably a reduction of the 24 by combining
Ruth with Judges and Lamentations with Jere-
miah), and declares they were written from the
time of the death of Moses to the reign of Arta-
xerxes (who ruled in the days of Ezra). He further
states that books composed after that time are
not of equal value or authority with those writ-
ten earlier “because the exact succession of the
prophets ceased”’; and he affirms that no one has
added or subtracted or changed so much as a
single syllable of the earlier (canonical) books,
which every Jew instinctively regards as divine
commands to be obeyed completely. Allowing
for a bit of hyperbolic propagandizing, we can
hardly overestimate the importance of this pas-
sage—especially when we remember that Jose-
phus was a Pharisee writing after the destruction
of Herod's temple and who therefore represented
the mainstream Judaism of his time.

Like Jesus and Philo, Josephus refers to the
third section of the Canon as psalms to God and
practical precepts to men. In so doing he was
simply stressing the first, longest, and most im-
portant book in the list of the Ketuvim, a term
first used by Gamaliel II at Jamnia. It is often
asserted that at the end of the first century one or
more rabbinical councils was held at Jamnia
(Jabneh, north of Ashdod near the Mediterra-
nean), where the Hebrew canon was finally es-
tablished. But recent research has concluded
that canonical discussions at Jamnia were limit-
ed to Ecclesiastes and the Song of Songs, that
both books had circulated long since, and that
Jewish (and Christian) debate about the extent of
the Old Testament canon continued long after-
ward. Akiba ben Joseph, an influential rabbi
during the Jamnia discussions, is reported to
have made an impassioned plea on behalf of the
Song of Songs: ‘“The whole world is not worth
the day on which the Song of Songs was given to
Israel. All the Ketuvim are holy, and the Song of
Songs is the holy of holies!”

Early Christian witnesses substantially con-
firm Jewish testimony with respect to the devel-
opment of canonical understanding among
devout elements of the believing community.
Justin Martyr (died a.p. 164) quoted freely from
the books of the Jewish canon but never from the
Apocrypha. Melito of Sardis provides the earliest
Christian list of Old Testament books (c. a.p.
170), omitting only Esther (whether deliberately
or accidentally it is impossible to say). The
learned monk Jerome (died a.p. 420) also af-
firmed the 22-book canon and stated in no uncer-
tain terms that the “apocryphal” books (Jerome
was the first to use the adjective to describe
noncanonical works) were not divinely authori-
tative. Jerome's witness is crucial because of his
impressive knowledge of and expertise in the
biblical languages.

Unfortunately, Augustine of Hippo (a.p.
354-430) was not as discerning, due to his unfa-
miliarity with Hebrew and his failure to cau-
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tiously assess the Septuagint (an early Greek
translation of the Tanak). So it is not surprising
that he added certain apocryphal works to the
Jewish canon—an expanded canonical view ac-
cepted by the Synod of Hippo (a.p. 393) and the
Third Synod of Carthage (a.n. 397) under his
influence.

Interestingly enough, Augustine asserted such
works were held as canonical not by the Jews but
by the church. His statement flies in the face of
the facts, however. Rejection of the Apocrypha
and acceptance of only the 22-book (or 24-book)
Old Testament canon was common among the
fathers of the church. But the schizophrenic ten-
dency among many was to hold to a strict canon
theologically while using a broader "canon” de-
votionally and homiletically, resulting in a grad-
ual obliteration of the distinction between
Canon and Apocrypha. The most popular of the
latter, often read publicly in the churches, be-
came quasi-canonical, and for a thousand years
the formidable influence of Augustine reigned
supreme.

The onset of the Protestant Reformation, how-
ever, brought about a change that permanently
disturbed the canonical debate. Martin Luther’s
doctrine of sola Scriptura ("'the Bible alone”)
rejected church tradition and forced a reversion
to the insistence of Jerome that only the books of
the Hebrew canon possessed divine authority.
After all, only they were acknowledged by Christ
(Luke 11:50-51), the apocryphal works do not
proclaim him, and the New Testament itself-—
which quotes from the Old Testament Scriptures
nearly 300 times-—never quotes an apocryphal
book as though it were Scripture. Jesus and the
apostles appealed only to the Hebrew canon, and
it was the Jews alone who had been “entrusted
with the very words of God” (Rom. 3:2).

At the same time, the early Reformers did not
reject the Apocrypha totally and for every pur-
pose, since centuries of use had conferred on
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In search of: Tracing the roots of the Bible is difficult because history gives us little
explicit inforation about how the Canon was formed.
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Efforts to form

a New Testament
canon received

a push from hereti-
cal movements
that threatened
Christian ortho-
doxy.

them a semi-authoritative status. But the Catho-
lic church, which had long held to the canonicity
of the Apocrypha, decreed at the fourth sitting of
the Council of Trent (April 8, 1546) that the
apocryphal books (excepting only the Prayer of
Manasseh and 1 and 2 Esdras) were equal in
authority and canonicity to the Old Testament,
and that anyone who claimed otherwise was to
be declared anathema (accursed). Thus, to this
day the Old Testament canon remains seven
books longer in the Roman Catholic Bible than
in that of the Protestants.

The New Testament canon

Heady excitement generated by Jesus’ resurrec-
tion led inevitably to the writing and, ultimate-
ly, collection of certain apostolic books that
would form an incipient Christian canon to be
added to that of the Jews. Yet the contents of the
New Testament—the 27 books that the spiritually
sensitive members of the worldwide Christian
community would come to recognize as canoni-
cal—were not established for nearly 300 years
after the last New Testament book was written.

The criteria for including these books in the
New Testament canon were the same as for
inclusion in that of the Old—antiquity, inherent
authority, and the like—but with a new wrinkle
or two. Christocentricity now received para-
mount attention. Apostolic authorship—or, lack-
ing that, apostolic authority—also became an
indispensable condition. Just as in early Ju-
daism when the Hebrew canon was considered
closed when it was recognized that the period of
classical prophecy was over, so too in early
Christianity the New Testament canon was con-
sidered closed when it was eventually recog-
nized that the divine authority resident in the
apostolic writings could not be reproduced.

Ultimately, then, canonicity was based not on
human decision but on divine inspiration: recog-
nized intrinsic authority precedes canonicity. If
it is possible for 1 Timothy 5:18 to quote Deuter-
onomy 25:4 as "' Scripture,” it is equally possible
for the same text to quote Luke 10:7 as “Scrip-
ture.” If authoritative prophetic texts were ex-
pected to be read aloud in Jewish synagogues
(Luke 4:16-21), so also authoritative apostolic
texts were expected to be read in Christian con-
gregations (1 Cor. 14:37; Col. 4:16; | Thess. 5:27;
Rev. 1:3, 11). And if certain prophecies of Jeremiah
could be referred to as part of “the Scriptures”
by one of his contemporaries (Dan. 9:2), so could
certain letters of Paul be classed among “the
other Scriptures” by one of his contemporaries
(2 Peter 3:16).

Ancient Christian witnesses concur, although
at first with understandable caution. Clement of
Rome (c. A.0. 96) quotes Jesus’ words in parallel
with Old Testament texts and gives them equal
authority, but he does not cite the New Testa-
ment with the same introductory formulae used

for Old Testament citations. Ignatius of Antioch
(early second century) intimates that there wasa
collection of Paul's letters in his time. And Poly-
carp of Smyrna (c. a.p. 115), among others, rec-
ognizes certain of the apostolic letters as
Scripture.

Exclusively Christian Scriptures

Efforts to form a New Testament canon received
a push from an unexpected source: heretical
movements that threatened Christian orthodoxy
in the second century. Ironically, Marcion of
Sinope (c. a.p. 140; see p. 27) was the first to
provide a canon, however deficient, of exclusive-
ly Christian Scriptures. Rejecting the Old Testa-
ment outright, he included only ten Pauline
letters and a drastically edited version of Luke.

Marcion's canon triggered a vigorous response.
Justin Martyr, who mentioned Marcion by name,
referred to the “memoirs’ of the apostles, also
known as “Gospels’'—the first use of the term
gospel to designate a book. He pointed out that
the Gospels were read in church services weekly
together with “the compositions of the proph-
ets” and quoted Old Testament and apostolic
texts as equally authoritative. Although we can-
not be certain as to whether Justin knew the
Gospel of John, it seems likely that he did since
one of his pupils, Tatian, compiled the Diatessa-
ron ('by means of four”), the earliest harmony of
the four Gospels (c. a.n. 160). Tatian’s work is
significant in that he assumes the existence of
but four authoritative Gospels—no more, no
less. A bit later Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 178-200)
“proved” that there were only four Gospels by
observing that, just as there are four points of the
compass and four principal winds, so also the
worldwide church appropriately rests on four
pillars (that is, Gospels). In addition, Irenaeus
affirmed, the four living creatures in Revelation
correspond to the four aspects of the person of
Jesus in the gospel writers.

In 1740 the Italian historian Muratori pub-
lished an incomplete manuscript that he had
earlier discovered. Popularly known as the Mur-
atorian Canon, it dates from the late second
century. A few of the non-Pauline letters were
omitted, but this is perhaps due to the fragmen-
tary nature of the manuscript. It specifically
rejected the writings of various heretical groups
and, although it included the apocryphal book of
Wisdom as well as a pseudepigraphic work called
the Apocalypse of Peter, it issued a stern warning
against the Shepherd of Hermas as too recent to
be considered canonical. (Unfortunately, Iren-
aeus quoted the Shepherd with the formula
“Scripture says,” indicating that Christian writ-
ings other than our 27 New Testament books were
often reckoned as canonical during this period.)

Tertullian, however, insisted on apostolicity
as the major criterion of canonicity. Clement
was the first to clearly use the words “covenant’
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or “testament” in a literary sense in reference to
the New Testament writings as well as to the Old
Testament, and he cited the New Testament as
Scripture more frequently than he did the Old.

As for Origen, he classified sacred writings
into three categories: acknowledged, disputed,
and spurious. He included 21 New Testament
books in the first group, 6 (Hebrews, James,
2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude) in the second, and
various heretical “‘gospels” in the third. He
further paved the way for eventual acceptance of
the disputed works by stating that Jude, for
example, though of doubtful apostolic author-
ship, was “full of words of heavenly grace.” The
Didache, the Shepherd of Hermas, and the so-
called Epistle of Barnabas he considered author-
itative, but it is doubtful whether he considered
any of them as fully canonical.

The earliest known recognition of the 27 books
of the New Testament as alone canonical, to
which nothing is to be added and from which
nothing is to be subtracted, is in the list pre-
served by Athanasius (a.n. 367). The Synod of
Hippo (a.p. 393) and the Third Synod of Carthage
(a.p.397) duly acquiesced, again probably under
the influence of the redoubtable Augustine. Thus
led (as we believe) by divine Providence, scholars

during the latter half of the fourth century set-
tled for all time the limits of the New Testament
canon. The 27 books of Matthew through Revela-
tion constitute that New Testament, which pos-
sesses divine authority equal to that of the Old.

Subsequent skirmishes in the battle for the
New Testament continued to erupt, however.
Throughout much of his life, Martin Luther (see
p. 34) continued to express reservations, alter-
nately strong and weak, about Hebrews, James,
Jude, and Revelation, and to the end of his'days
he considered James “a right strawy epistle.”
His doubts ultimately led him to suggest that the
New Testament canon be narrowed (as had prop-
erly been the result with respect to the Old
Testament canon, due to his attacks against the
apocryphal books).

John Calvin tended to be much more moderate
in his discussions of New Testament authority.
For example, his opinion that 2 Peter was per-
haps composed not by Peter himself (but by one
of his disciples, and at his command) did not for
Calvin diminish its right to be called canonical.

A closed Canon?

Is the Canon, then-—the present 66 books of the

Marcion

Marcion (85-160) felt the world had many flaws,
chief among which were grasshoppers, crocodiles,
and sex. He could not believe the Being who had
created these things was good. They must have been
the product of a sick mind.

Another product of a sick mind, he thought, was
the Old Testament. “Look at all the lying, pillage,
and killing,” he said. “Look at the favoritism: Yah-
weh selects a race of idolatrous schemers to be his
chosen people, and calls an adulterous, murdering
brigand ‘a man after my own heart." No,” concluded
Marcion, 'the one who made the world and inspired
the Old Testament could not be good because Jesus
himself had said ‘a good tree does not bring forth
evil fruit.’” The Old Testament god may be the
powerful creator, but he is not the good heavenly
father Jesus proclaimed.”

Marcion’s eccentric views might not have made
much of an impact except that he was a wealthy
ship owner from Sinope, on the Black Sea. He
presented himself to the Roman church around 140,
seeking membership. He was the son of a bishop,
but had been excommunicated by his own father.
Nevertheless, the Roman church accepted him, per-
haps influenced by his million-dollar gift. While in
Rome, Marcion developed his ideas and won disciples
to his views. He taught that Jesus had suddenly
appeared, full grown, at the synagogue in Capernaum
ina.p. 29, teaching the previously unknown existence
of a good God who wanted to save men and free
them from the material world. Marcion’s Jesus had
opposed the work of the Old Testament God saying,
“I have not come to fulfill the law but to destroy it.”
This savior dissociated himself from the messiah
foreseen by the prophets, proclaiming God's univer-
sal grace and love for all humanity. True followers
of this unearthly Jesus must abstain from meat and
wine, live in celibacy, and expect to be martyred.

Marcion said he had learned about this Jesus by

reading Paul’s epistles and the Gospel Paul wrote,
which had been mistakenly assigned to Luke. Of
course, during his life Paul had been opposed by the
Judaizers, and Marcion claimed that, after the
apostle’s death, his opponents had added pro-Jew-
ish passages to his writings and produced the spuri-
ous Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and John. Marcion
said Christians must reject the Old Testament and
accept as their Bible only ten of Paul’s letters and
Luke’s Gospel with all the Jewish sections removed.__]

When Marcion’s views became widely 4
known, the Roman church recoiled in A
horror. To say that there were different
Gods in the Old and New Testa-
ments opened the door to polythe- #
ism. To deny the Old Testament
cut Christianity off from its
roots. To impugn the fourfold
gospel and the catholic epis- |
tles was to reject the Word of =
God. Marcion was again ex-(&;‘?&f /
communicated and his money ol ¢
returned. He became a travel-
ing preacher and established |
Marcionite churches through- “"4‘%
out the East.

Marcion thought he was recall- }
ing the church to pristine purity,
purging it of Jewish corruptions.
Instead, his teaching forced the
church to reaffirm its commit-
ment to the Old Testament, and
to take the first steps toward the
establishment of the Canon. =
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Historical vignettes by Charles E. White,
associate professor of Christian thought
and history at Spring Arbor College and
author of The Beauty of Holiness.
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