
The Bible: 
Considering the Canon 

While often viewed as one book, the Bible is actually a collection of books.  These books are in their own 

right inspired by God and have been grouped into one collection referred to as the canon (standard) of 

Scripture.  The canon of Scripture is a term used to identify all of those books that have individually met 

the standards required in order to be recognized as having been inspired by God.  Any book that is 

inspired by God (cf. 2 Timothy 3:16, spec. “inspired”; from θεοπνευστος (“the-o-pneu-stos”:  literally, 

“God-breathed”)) is accepted into the collection of writings identified as the Bible.  Once all of the 

inspired books were recognized and collected a final canon of God’s Word was completed. 

The writings and books accepted into the Bible as God’s Word are those which have been recognized as 

having been divinely inspired.  The recognition of divinely inspired writings was not mere conjecture, but 

was based on specific criteria.  There was not one moment in time wherein a singular decision was made 

as to which books of all of the “religious” writings available were either in or out of the Bible.  There 

were however many decisions over the course of millennia that ultimately led to a formal recognition in 

397AD of the completed revelation of God contained within the 66 books contained within today’s 

Bible. 

The Old Testament contains 39 books in today’s Bible.  Criteria for whether an Old Testament book met 

the standards to be included in the canon of Scripture was first whether the book had been written by a 

prophet of God who had not failed in any prophecy.  The second criterion was internal evidence of 

consistency within itself; the book could not contradict itself in its own words.  The third criterion was 

external evidence of consistency with prophecy and other inspired writings.  The Qumran Scrolls reveal 

a consistent standardized collection of writings of all Old Testament books (except for Esther).  Also, the 

Babylonian, Palestinian, and Egyptian Jewish communities of the diaspora each independently affirmed 

the same collection of writings as God’s Word which was known to have been closed when God’s 

prophetic revelation dried up around 400BC.  Other evidences are available which reflect the historical 

recognition by the Jews, New Testament believers and writers, and Jesus Himself. 

The New Testament contains 27 books in today’s standard protestant Bible.  The early church did not 

immediately attempt to collect and group them together, potentially because of the imminence of the 

rapture.  It wasn’t until false apostles and other heretics attempted to establish a biased canon derived 

of modified writings of the apostles that the early church fathers stepped in to preserve the integrity of 

God’s actual revelation.  Criteria for whether a New Testament book met the standards necessary in 

order to be included in the canon of Scripture was first based on apostolic authority.  The apostles were 

God’s appointed individuals given and authorized to reveal His Word to the early church.  The second 

criterion was acceptance by the early church body as having been given by God.  This was evidenced by 

the spiritual work produced in them as they depended upon the Word of God.  The third criterion was 

internal evidence of consistency each book within itself and the fourth criterion was external evidence 

of consistency with the rest of the apostolic writings as well as the Old Testament canon. 

It is critically important that believers understand the depths of the canonization of Scripture in order 

for them to not be shaken in their dependence upon God’s Word as the basis for spiritual life and 

godliness (cf. 2 Peter 1:3).  In cataloguing and collecting divinely inspired writings specific criteria was 

required to be met for a book to be accepted as the standard of God’s Word. 


