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Your Word is Truth  
Part 10 – Inerrancy and Canon (4) 

 
“Theological concerns are deeply related to 
questions of historical reconstruction and 
cannot simply be avoided. Confessional 
categories are always present, even (or 
perhaps especially) when they go 
unacknowledged. It is a mistake therefore to 
pretend that differences in historical 
reconstruction turn solely on data and 
methodology or that historical proposals are 
unrelated to theological positions.” 
- Stephen B. Chapman  
 
“History alone cannot answer the question of what the canon finally is; theology alone can do 
that.” 
- Kevin Vanhoozer  
 
 

Canonicity    
 
Canon – An accepted principle or rule; a criterion or standard of judgment; a body of principles, 
rules, standards, or norms. / A sanctioned or accepted group or body of related works / An 
authoritative list of books accepted as Holy Scripture.  
 
Canonicity – The quality or state of being canonical (belonging to the canon).  
 
My goal in this lesson is to consider the New Testament canon specifically. My concern is to show 
that Christians have a rational basis for affirming the 27 books as the proper make-up of the canon 
of the New Testament. In saying that we have a rational basis to affirm the trustworthiness of the 
New Testament canon I am not suggesting that theology does not play a role in our affirmation. 
Proper theology is abundantly rational. Indeed, one’s theology plays a central role in whether or 
not the present canon is affirmed as the authoritative word of God. As the above quotes suggest, 
the work of historical reconstruction involved in answering the question of the New Testament 
canon inevitably and essentially involve theological concerns and presuppositions.  
 
The curiosity is understandable about how the 27 books that make up the New Testament became 
accepted as canonical. Unfortunately, that curiosity has also spawned a great deal of unhealthy 
speculation, bizarre theories, and outright falsehoods.  
 
Development of the Canon 
In the 4th century, Eusebius explained the four categories employed in helping to determine which 
works deserved to be accepted as Scripture and which did not (Hist. eccl. 3.25.1-7): 
 
1. Recognized Books  
The New Testament books which were rather quickly recognized and universally accepted in the 
church as belonging in the canon were: The four Gospels, Acts, the epistles of Paul (including 
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Hebrews), 1 John, 1 Peter, and Revelation (though there were a few retractors). Eusebius 
recognized that there was a “core” canon (22 out of 27 books) in Christianity very early on. 
 
This refutes the errant claim that is still being repeated by some scholars that there was no canon 
until the fourth or fifth century. But the existence of this “core” of recognized books shows that is 
simply not the case.  These books had been established for generations and there was never any 
meaningful dispute about them. 
 
2. Disputed Books  
Christianity is not Mormonism or Islam. We do not believe 
that the Bible was dropped into the lap of a chosen 
individual in its magically completed form. The Bible was 
written over a 1,200+ year period by dozens of human 
authors in several genres. That means, among other 
things, that there was a careful process of selection 
whereby some writings were accepted on the basis of well-
determined criteria and others were rejected. In the 
process it is not surprising that there was disagreement on 
the canonical status of some of the writings. Ultimately 
these writings were determined to be canonical because 
they “are nevertheless known to most” (Eusebius, 3.25.3). 
The New Testament books over which there was debate 
are James, Jude, 2 Peter, and 2 & 3 John. 
 
3. Rejected Books  
These books were rejected not because of heresy. In fact, some of them were considered 
generally orthodox and in helpful in many ways for Christians. Think of the many great Christian 
classics like Augustine’s Confessions, Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, the many great 
works of the Puritans or, in our own day, J.I. Packer’s Knowing God. These are helpful for 
Christians but should not be considered divinely inspired Scripture.  
 
Among the “Rejected Books” were The Shepherd of Hermas, the Didache, the Gospel of the 
Hebrews, and the Epistle of Barnabas. These works were rejected for various reasons not least 
of all because of their lack of Apostolicity (they could not be linked directly to an Apostle).  
 
4. Heretical Books  
These are the writings of which the theology was so far from the Old Testament and the teachings 
of Jesus and the Apostles that they could not be accepted as divinely inspired. Eusebius 
characterized them as “altogether wicked and impious.” Among the heretical books were the 
Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of Matthias, the Acts of Andrew, and the Acts 
of John. Those books which bore the names of Apostles were clearly forgeries written well into 
the second century and beyond.  
 
 
Did the church create the canon? 
One question which divides Roman Catholics from Protestants is the relative authority of 
Scripture. Of course, Rome rejects the doctrine of Sola Scriptura which holds that Scripture is the 
one infallible source of doctrine and practice for the church. Sola Scriptura does not obliterate all 
other sources of authority. Rather it places those other authorities in their proper place, beneath 
the ultimately authoritative Word of God. In denying Sola Scriptura the Church of Rome maintains 
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that the church (popes and councils) retain equal footing with the Scriptures in terms of authority. 
This explains Rome’s contention that the church created the New Testament.  
 
Now, there is a limited sense in which we can say that the church had a role to play in producing 
the Scriptures. The Bible is made up of “books” which were written by divinely inspired men who 
were all part of the covenant community of God’s people. Later, in the first 3 centuries, the church 
would do the hard work of giving final recognition to those books which bore the necessary 
qualities of canonicity. Nevertheless, the church was what we would describe as the “proximate 
cause” while God is the “Ultimate Cause” of Scripture. Another way to understand this is that the 
church was an instrumental cause of God’s sovereign act of inspiring and preserving his holy 
Word. Because of this, the Scriptures stand over the church, not alongside or beneath.  
 
 
The Self-Authenticating Canon 
Along with other factors such as apostolicity, the early fathers relied upon the inner qualities of 
those books which were recognized as belonging in the canon. They saw divine attributes in those 
books which included in the canon. We call this “self-authenticating.” Jesus alluded to the ability 
of his people to recognize his voice: “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow 
me” (John 10:27). 
 
The Scripture’s self-authenticating quality is tied to directly to the doctrine of the Scripture’s divine 
inspiration. Since the Scriptures are inspired by God so that they are the very word of God they 
must not be subjected to any other source of authority since they are the source of highest 
authority. Theologian Richard Gaffin warns about the danger of “subjecting the canon to the 
relativity of historical study and our fallible human insight. That is, it would destroy the New 
Testament as canon, as absolute authority.”1 
 
The self-authenticating quality of the canon does not mean that no other criteria are brought to 
bear or have no value. Indeed, the Scriptures themselves invite us to consider such qualities as 
apostolicity, age, the testimony of the church, their unity, etc. So, while external evidence has its 
place (and, we believe will not contradict the Scripture’s self-authentication) such evidence is not 
to be “used as an independent and neutral ‘test’ to determine what counts as canonical; rather it 
should always be seen as something warranted by Scripture and interpreted by Scripture…[The 
canon] sets the terms for its own validation and investigation.”2 
 
Certainly unbelievers and skeptics are not persuaded by the argument of self-attestation. Such a 
position is dismissed as “circular reasoning.” They will argue no belief can be justified unless it 
can be proven on the basis of other beliefs or sources of authority. Such objections are 
understandable. Indeed, this is a good rule of thumb. But the Scriptures are not merely one set of 
truth claims among any other which must be authenticated by the “objective” judgment of skeptics. 
Indeed, as the Word of God, the Scriptures are not subject to higher authorities or superior truths. 
The Scriptures are not merely truth claims. The Scriptures are the very “criterion of truth.”3  
 
This appeal to the Scripture’s own inherent authority is entirely in keeping with rational categories 
of thought. Ultimate authorities by definition must be “the standard for their own authentication. 

                                                           
1 Quoted in Michael Kruger, Canon Revisited (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012) pg. 88 
2 Kruger, pp. 90-91 
3 Ibid, p. 91 
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You cannot account for them without using them.”4 So the charge of “circular reasoning” cannot 
be limited to the self-authenticating quality of Scripture. Indeed, “circular reasoning” is employed 
anytime an ultimate source of truth is appealed to.  
 
For example, it is not possible to argue for the reliability of sense perceptions such as sight without 
appealing ultimately to the reliability of the eye. The quality of my sight can only be authenticated 
by the sight of another. Or consider the 
quality of reason. How can we argue for the 
reliability of human reason without 
appealing to what humans find reasonable? 
William Alston observes, “There is no 
escape from epistemic circularity in the 
assessment of our fundamental sources of 
belief.”5 
 
 
The Divine Qualities of the Canon6  
Of the divine qualities of books Origen 
wrote: “If anyone ponders over the prophetic 
sayings…it is certain that in the very act of 
reading and diligently studying them his mind and feelings will be touched by a divine breath and 
he will recognize the words he is reading are not utterances of man but the language of God.” In 
arguing for the inclusion of Jude within the canon, Origen wrote, “it is filled with the healthful words 
of heavenly grace.” Of the gospels he wrote that they are “truly venerable and divine contents.” 
Of the book of Hebrews he wrote that “the ideas of the epistle are magnificent.” 
 
Tatian described his own experience with the self-attesting qualities of the canon: “I was led to 
put faith in these [Scriptures] by the unpretending cast of the language, the inartificial character 
of the writers, the foreknowledge displayed of future events, the excellent quality of the precepts.” 
 
Jerome defended the epistle of Philemon on the grounds that it is “a document which has in it so 
much of the beauty of the Gospel” which is the “mark of its inspiration.” Chrysostom declares that 
in the gospel of John there is “nothing counterfeit” because the gospel is “uttering a voice which 
is sweeter and more profitable than that of any harp or any music…something great and sublime.” 
 
Right before citing Matt 4:17 and Phil 4:5, Clement of Alexandria says that you can distinguish 
the words of men from the words of Scripture because “No one will be so impressed by the 
exhortations of any of the saints, as he is by the words of the Lord Himself.” 
 
The systematic theologian John Murray observes, “If…Scripture is divine in its origin, character, 
and authority, it must bear the marks or evidences of that divinity.” Similarly, Calvin wrote, “It is 
easy to see that the Sacred Scriptures, which so far surpass all gifts and graces of human 
endeavor, breathe something divine.” Elsewhere Calvin writes: 

As far as Sacred Scripture is concerned…it is clearly crammed with thoughts that could 
not be humanly conceived. Let each of the prophets be looked into: none will be found 

                                                           
4 Ibid, p. 91 
5 William Alston, “Knowledge of God,” in Faith, Reason, and Skepticism, ed. Marcus Hester (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1992) p. 42 
6 https://www.michaeljkruger.com/ten-basic-facts-about-the-nt-that-every-christian-should-memorize-early-
christians-believed-that-canonical-books-were-self-authenticating/  

https://www.michaeljkruger.com/ten-basic-facts-about-the-nt-that-every-christian-should-memorize-early-christians-believed-that-canonical-books-were-self-authenticating/
https://www.michaeljkruger.com/ten-basic-facts-about-the-nt-that-every-christian-should-memorize-early-christians-believed-that-canonical-books-were-self-authenticating/
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who does not far exceed human measure. Consequently, those for whom prophetic 
doctrine is tasteless ought to be through of lacking taste buds.”7 

 
The Westminster Confession of Faith affirms the inner divine qualities of Scripture:  

We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church to an high and reverent 
esteem of the Holy Scripture.[10] And the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the 
doctrine, the majesty of the style, the consent of all the parts, the scope of the whole 
(which is, to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of the only way of man’s 
salvation, the many other incomparable excellencies, and the entire perfection thereof, 
are arguments whereby it does abundantly evidence itself to be the Word of God: yet 
notwithstanding, our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine 
authority thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit bearing witness by and with 
the Word in our hearts. (1.5) 

 
The Apostolic Origins of the Canon  
The canonicity of the New Testament books is connected directly to the authority and ministry of 
the Apostles. Jesus chose and commissioned his apostles “so that they might be with him and he 
might send them out to preach and have authority” (Mark 3:14–15). When Jesus sent out the 
twelve, he reminds them that “For it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking 
through you” (Matt 10:20). Thus, he is able to give a warning to those who reject the apostles’ 
authority: “If anyone will not receive you or listen to your words…it will be more bearable on the 
day of judgment for the land of 
Sodom and Gomorrah than for 
that town” (Matt 10:14). 
 
The apostles were granted the 
very authority of Christ himself. 
They spoke on his behalf. As 
such, their teachings, along with 
the prophets, became the 
foundation of the church. Paul 
describes the church as “built on 
the foundation of the apostles 
and the prophets” (Ephesians 2:20). Obviously, then, what the Apostles wrote to the churches 
had to be considered as bearing the authority of Jesus. The reason why the second century saw 
a rise in pseudo-apostolic writings (such as the Gospel of Thomas) is because it was already well 
established that the church looked upon the Apostle’s writings as Scripture.  
 
While it is almost certainly true that the Apostles were not aware of God’s intentions to preserve 
for his people a 27 book canon of New Testament Scripture, it is quite reasonable to assume that 
they understood the nature of their authority, an authority which would have adhered to at least 
some of their writings. The earliest Christians certainly understood that the Apostolic witness was 
the Word of God. The Apostles wrote as those who believed they were writing with authorization 
of the Lord.  

 1 Thessalonians 2:13 
And we also thank God constantly for this, that when you received the word of God, 
which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men but as what it really is, 
the word of God, which is at work in you believers.  

                                                           
7 Quoted in Kruger, p. 98 
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 2 Thessalonians 2:15 
…who killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out, and displease God 
and oppose all mankind [16] by hindering us from speaking to the Gentiles that they 
might be saved—so as always to fill up the measure of their sins. But wrath has come 
upon them at last! 

 1 Corinthians 14:37-38  
If anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the things 
I am writing to you are a command of the Lord. If anyone does not recognize this, he is 
not recognized.  

 Luke 1:1-4 
Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been 
accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and 
ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having 
followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most 
excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been 
taught.  

 Revelation 1:1-3 
The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the things 
that must soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, 
who bore witness to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all 
that he saw. Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed 
are those who hear, and who keep what is written in it, for the time is near. 

 Revelation 22:18-19 
I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to 
them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book, and if anyone takes away 
from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his share in the tree of 
life and in the holy city, which are described in this 
book. 

 
 
The Reception of the Canon  
There is a widespread belief that the New Testament 
canon was decided at the Council of Nicea in 325 AD—
under the malevolent leadership of Constantine. The 
fact that this claim was made in Dan Brown’s best-
seller The Da Vinci Code shows how widespread it 
really is.  Brown did not make up this belief; he simply 
appealed to the popular myth. And is precisely what it 
is – a myth. 
 
The Council of Nicea had nothing to do with the 
formation of the New Testament canon (nor did 
Constantine). The project of the Council of Nicea was 
to identify error connected to the doctrine of Christ and 
the Trinity and give full affirmation to the truth revealed 
in Scripture. It was not a council given the task to 
decide on the New Testament canon.  
 
So, which council did decide the canon? 
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Well, actually there wasn’t one. There was no church council formed to decide on the contents of 
the canon. Certainly, there were regional church councils that made declarations about the canon 
(Laodicea, Hippo, Carthage). But these regional councils did not “pick” books they decided should 
be included in the canon. Rather, they gave formal recognition to those books which were already 
widely already recognized by the churches as possessing apostolic authorship and divine 
qualities of inspiration. The various regional councils did not create the canon. They simply were 
part of the process of recognizing a canon that was already in use among the churches.  
 
This raises an important fact about the New Testament canon that every Christian should know.  
The shape of our New Testament canon was not determined by a vote or by a council, but by a 
broad and ancient consensus. Here we can agree with Bart Ehrman, “The canon of the New 
Testament was ratified by widespread consensus rather than by official proclamation.”8 
 

                                                           
8 https://www.michaeljkruger.com/ten-basic-facts-about-the-nt-canon-that-every-christian-should-memorize-8-
the-nt-canon-was-not-decided-at-nicea-nor-any-other-church-council/  

https://www.michaeljkruger.com/ten-basic-facts-about-the-nt-canon-that-every-christian-should-memorize-8-the-nt-canon-was-not-decided-at-nicea-nor-any-other-church-council/
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