NEW TESTAMENT BACKGROUND

THE CANON OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

At the close of the first century the books which made up the New Testament had reached their destinations. Not all of them were known to all Christians. It is quite possible that all the gospels, all Paul’s letters, and the other epistles were not so widely circulated to be available to Christians everywhere until the end of the century or even the beginning of the second century.

By what criteria were the four Gospels, Acts, the thirteen epistles of Paul, the General Epistles, and Revelation brought together to make up the New Testament while others of almost equal age were excluded?

Definition

The word “canon” comes from the Greek kanon which meant a reed, a rod or bar, which, because it was used for measuring, came to mean “a standard.” In grammar, it meant a rule of procedure; in chronology, a table of dates, and in literature, a list of true works from a particular author.  
Contrary to the principle used with most literature, the canon of the New Testament could not be settled purely on the question of authorship. Nine different men wrote the books in it, but there is no special reason why only nine should have been chosen.

The canon cannot be determined wholly by the church’s acceptance of the books. Some were widely and readily received; a few were hesitantly accepted by certain churches and not at all by others, and some were not mentioned until a relatively later date, or their right to be included in the canon was disputed. Local prejudice or individual taste could influence the verdict which had come down from churches and the writers of antiquity. What one section of the church accepted, another section of the church rejected. While the critique of the ancients was not infallible, it is recognised that they had access to records and to traditions that have now perished.

The true criterion of canonicity is inspiration (2 Timothy 3:16). Whatever was by inspiration from God was Scripture; whatever did not come by inspiration from God was not (where Scripture means the written record of the authoritative word of God).

How is inspiration demonstrated? Firstly, the inspiration of these documents is supported by their intrinsic content. Secondly, their inspiration can be corroborated by their moral effect. Thirdly, the historic testimony of the Christian church shows what value was placed on these books, even though the church did not cause them to be inspired or canonical.  

Regarding their intrinsic content, they all have the person and work of Christ as their central subject. The gospels are biographical; Acts recounts the historical effects of His ministry and life; the epistles are concerned with the theological and practical teachings that come from relationship with Him; the Apocalypse is predictive of His relation to the future.

Cults centring in individuals occurred in the first century, but they did not endure. The message of the person of Christ was unique and this unique message centres in the books called “canonical.” The apocryphal gospels were more concerned with bizarre miracles than with teaching, and a few apocryphal epistles are mosaics of pieces taken from canonical books. In depth of teaching and in concentration on the person of Christ, there is a discernible difference between the canonical and non-canonical books.

Regarding their spiritual and ethical effect, the canonical books are different. All literature might record human thought and some may even influence it profoundly, but the books of the New Testament transform it. This power is good proof of their inspiration.

Their moral effect is demonstrated by their power within the Christian church. Whenever its message was proclaimed and received, the church expanded and brought with it a moral cleansing of society. Between the moral standards of paganism and those of the New Testament church there was a great gulf

Internal Testimony
The authors of our New Testament books assumed a measure on canonical authority. Information and aspects of the message of Christ were, from the first, passed on from one person to another as the word of God. In Galatians Paul asserts his gospel “is not something man made up. I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:11,12). In 1 Corinthians 15:3,4 Paul defines his gospel as a message “I received and passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scripture, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures.” Paul is adamant that he “received” the gospel and didn’t originate it. In 1 Thessalonians, he wrote “we preached the gospel of God to you … when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe” (2:9,13). Paul believed his message was the word of God and that it changed the lives of those who believed it. The collection of Paul’s letters must have been accepted quite early as canonical because in 2 Peter 3:15,16 Peter refers to it as a body of literature to be received “as … the other Scriptures.”
External Testimony

The church did not determine the canon; it recognised the canon. All that the Councils could do was to give their opinion as to which books were canonical and which were not, and then let history justify or reverse their verdict.

The external witness to the existence of a New Testament canon is both informal and formal. The informal witness is the use made of the books of the New Testament by the early church fathers. Their quotations attest both to the existence and the authority of the books. The formal witness is found in lists or canons which had been purposely compiled as authoritative lists, or in the records of the councils which dealt with the question.

The Informal Witnesses

Probably the earliest document to quote any of the New Testament books was 1 Clement (which was itself considered canonical by some believers). It is found in Codex Alexandrinus, included with the New Testament books. Dated around 95AD, it was written from Rome to the church in Corinth, and contains allusions to Hebrews, 
1 Corinthians, Romans and Matthew’s Gospel.

Ignatius of Syrian Antioch (116AD) knew of Paul’s epistles and quoted Matthew, with a possible allusion to John.

Polycarp of Smyrna (150AD) was also familiar with Paul’s letters and the gospel of Matthew, and quoted 1 Peter, 1 John, and probably knew Acts.
The Didache, produced through the first half of the second century, used both Matthew and Luke, and many other New Testament books.

The epistle of Barnabus (c.130AD) quoted Matthew, using the formal phrase “it is written” to introduce the quotation. 

The allegory, The Shepherd of Hermas, alluded to James.

Justin Martyr (c.100-165AD), a Syrian Greek, referred to Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Acts and many of Paul’s letters. He stated that the “Memoirs of the Apostles,” called Gospels, were read every Sunday in the worship of the church along with the Old Testament. His pupil, Tatian, composed the first harmony of the Gospels, which became a standard harmony for the church for many years. 

In the time of Irenaeus (170AD), there was no question whether the books of the New Testament were authoritative. The growth of Gnosticism and other errors brought a flood of apologetic literature which continued to the time of Origen (250AD). The need for an authoritative basis for argument was clear and the apologists turned to the apostolic writings. Irenaeus used and quoted at length all four Gospels, Acts, Paul’s letters, many of the General Epistles and Revelation. He said there could only be four Gospels, and that it would be heresy to increase or decrease the number. He quoted Paul more than two hundred times. In one passage he criticised Marcion for saying Luke and Paul’s letters alone were authentic, which implied he accepted other writings as well. Irenaeus alluded to every New Testament book except Philemon and 3 John.

Tertullian of Carthage (c.200AD) quoted from all the New Testament except Philemon, James, 2 and 3 John. Like Irenaeus, he quoted not just for illustration, but as proof of truth.

Origen, the great Alexandrian Father, who was a contemporary with Tertullian (c.185-250) was acquainted not only with the church in his own city, but had travelled extensively in Rome, Antioch, Caesarea and Jerusalem. He divided the ‘sacred’ books into two classes, the homologoumena, which were undoubtedly genuine and which were accepted by all the churches, and the antilegomena, which were disputed and not accepted by all the churches. The first class included the Gospels, thirteen letters of Paul, 1 Peter, 1 John, Acts and the Apocalypse. The second class consisted of Hebrews, 
2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James and Jude, plus Barnabus, the Shepherd of Hermas, the Didache, and the Gospel of Hebrews. Because he still used many of these as Scripture, a clearer demarcation line had not at this time been drawn.

In the Nicene period, Eusebius of Caesarea (c.265-340AD) followed Origen’s lead, placing in the category of accepted books the Gospels, fourteen epistles of Paul, including Hebrews, 1 Peter, Acts, 1 John and Revelation. Among the disputed books were James, Jude, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John. He rejected outright the Acts of Paul, the Revelation of Peter, the Shepherd of Hermas, and others, and drew a sharp line between the canonical and apocryphal works.

These men were leaders of the church but spoke for the most part for themselves. While they did not agree unanimously on the canonicity of all the books of the New Testament, they show that a canon had begun to be formed in their day, that some books were accepted without hesitation, and that others were accepted as dubious.   
The Formal Lists (Canons)

As already noted, the list of New Testament books known and/or accepted by individual churches or leaders can be determined from the quotations and statements of the early Fathers. These lists were unofficial though, and were not always representative of broader opinion. Sometimes they reflected the canon of one locality, or of one church, or even of one man.

The first known canon to be adopted by a significant group of people was the Canon of Marcion (c.140AD). Marcion was so anti-Judaic that he repudiated the whole Old Testament and so established a canon of the New Testament that would be free from Jewish influence.. He selected Luke for his Gospel but rejected the first two chapters containing the account of the virgin birth, and used ten of Paul’s letters, excluding the Pastoral Epistles and Hebrews. His list began with Galatians followed by 1 and 2 Corinthians, Romans, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Ephesians (which he called Laodiceans), Colossians, Philippians and Philemon.

The Canon of Marcion produced a violent reaction in the church. Iranaeus attacked him, and Tertullian wrote five books against his errors. Marcion’s arbitrary organisation of a canon showed firstly, that the books which he included must have been regarded as indisputably authentic, and secondly, those which he rejected were accepted as canonical by the masses.

A second list of great importance was the Muratorian Canon, named after the Italian historian and librarian who first found it in the Ambrosian Library in Milan. The manuscript itself is probably not older than the seventh century, but its content belongs somewhere round 170AD. The manuscript is only a fragment of a larger work, actually beginning mid-sentence. The first book mentioned is Luke which the fragment calls the third Gospel. Matthew and Mark almost certainly preceded Luke in this list. John follows with an unmistakable reference to 1 John. Acts, 1and 2 Corinthians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Galatians, 1  and 2 Thessalonians, Romans, Philemon, Titus, 1 and 2 Timothy, Jude, 2 and 3 John, and Revelation were also included. The writer of the Muratorian fragment rejected the letter of Paul to the Laodiceans and to the Alexandrians, and while he put the Revelation of Peter in the same “acknowledged” class as the Revelation of John, he was also unsure about it, adding “Some of you don’t think it should be read in the church.” He did not mention James or Hebrews, or Peter’s letters.

An African list from around 360AD from an unknown source included the four Gospels, thirteen epistles of Paul, Acts, Revelation, John’s three epistles and Peter’s two epistles (though the writer only acknowledged one to be genuine).

The “Festal letter” of Athanasius (367AD) distinguishes between “God-inspired Scripture … handed down to our fathers by those who were eyewitnesses and servants of the word from the beginning” and “so-called secret writings” of the heretics. Athanasius’ list comprised the four Gospels, Acts, James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2 and 3 John, Jude, Romans, 
1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Hebrews, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon, Revelation. “These” said Athanasius, “are springs of salvation … let no one add to them or take from them.”
The Church Fathers who were engaged in defending the faith were more clear-cut about the truthfulness and reliability of the writings of the New Testament than those who quoted them simply for the edification of believers.

The Councils

Formal discussion of the canon by delegates of the church meeting officially did not take place until the Council of Laodicea in 363AD, though this council represented the churches of Phrygia mainly. They decided that only canonical books of the New Testament should be read in church services, but the record of what those books were is not considered genuine.
The third Council of Carthage in 397AD issued a decree similar to that of Laodicea and submitted a list of writings identical to the twenty seven books of the present New Testament.

The Council of Hippo in 419AD followed with the same decision and the same list.

Conclusions

Not all of the present books of the New Testament were known or accepted by all the churches in the east and west during the first four centuries of the Christian era. Some, like the gospels were known from the earliest days. Others, like Hebrews, were known but were questioned because their authorship was uncertain. Still others, like 2 Peter, 
2 and 3 John, were not mentioned at all, or their right to a place in the canon was disputed. The Councils that discussed the canon, were not held until the fourth century, by which time the New Testament had already become the Scripture of the church.
The seeming reluctance with which books like James, 2 and 3 John, and Jude were taken into the canon does not mean they were spurious. Philemon, 2 and 3 John and Jude are all brief enough to not be quoted often, and were directed to individuals whose location may have been obscure. Unlike the larger epistles that were sent to sizeable churches or that were circulated throughout the provinces, the smaller epistles would not come into general notice until there was a demand for them, or until the persons or groups they were written to, called them to public attention.

Three stages in the early development of the canon have been noted. First, the writings are quoted individually by authors who take the force of their witness for granted rather than making it a point of argument. Second, writers like Irenaeus and Origen, who were engaged in defending the faith, felt the need to define their authorities, but did not appeal to any church decision. Third was the verdict of the Councils which followed the judgement of the leaders past and present, and drew an official distinction between the canonical and the apocryphal works.
The distinction appeared in the list of books in the various versions and manuscripts used by the churches. The great manuscripts Sinaiticus (Aleph) and Vaticanus (B) dating from the fourth century, originally included all of the New Testament. The Syriac version did not admit 2 and 3 John, 2 Peter, Jude and Revelation into its canon until the sixth century.

So the books generally disputed or omitted were James, Jude, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, and Philemon. James was written to the members of the Jewish Dispersion and contained little of what would appeal to the speculative mind of Greek-thinking Christians. Jude, 2 and 3 John, and Philemon, were each very brief and of little general appeal. The last three were also private or semi-private in content, and may not have been put into circulation as quickly as the more extensive works of their authors. 2 Peter was disputed up to the time of Eusebius. It was quoted less and disputed more than any other book of the New Testament. Jerome stated that the hesitancy of the Fathers to accept this epistle was because its style was so different from that of 1 Peter.
Since the fourth century, there have been no material changes in the recognised canon, although from the period of the Reformation, church leaders have expressed strong opinions. Luther virtually rejected the Epistle of James, mainly because it did not seem to accord with his doctrine of justification by faith. Calvin was unsure of 2 Peter. 
Some scholars have almost dissolved the idea of any canon by making the difference between the literature of the New Testament and the apocryphal books, and the writings of the Fathers, a difference of degree or of time rather than of kind or quality. Such a conclusion would strip the New Testament of any objective authority and make any general application of its truth powerless.

The canon was the outcome of various writings which proved their merits and their unity by their inward dynamic. Some were recognised more slowly than others because of their smaller size, or because of their remote private destination or anonymity of authorship, or because of their seeming lack of applicability to the immediate need. But none of these factors negates their inspiration or their right to a place in the authoritative word of God.
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