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Callistus succeeded Zephyrinus as bishop 
of Rome ca. 217 and was attacked by his de
feated rival, Hippolytus, on theological and 
moral charges. In his effort to find a middle 
theological course in Rome between Sabellius's 
Modalism and Hippolytus's Logos theology, 
Callistus may have taught a form of Monarchi
anism. He defended the unity of the T rinity by 
referring to one spirit, although he condemned 
Sabellius after becoming bishop. His alleged 
laxity is also questionable. He did allow ordi
nation of remarried persons, objected to the 
deposition of bishops who had committed seri
ous sins, and allowed marriage between per
sons of unequal social rank. An edict on for
giveness has sometimes been attributed to him 
(Tertullian, Pud. 1.6), but this is contested by 
modern scholars. He died a violent death
perhaps in a riot--ca. 222 and was the only 
bishop, apart from Peter, in the Depositio mar
tyrum, the early Roman martyrology. His tomb, 
decora red with paintings of his supposed mar
ryrdom, was discovered in 1960 in the ceme
tery ofCalepodius on the Aurelian Way.[R.L.] 
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CANON (of scripture). Books of the Bible. 
The term "canon" (Greek kanon, Hebrew 
kaneh) referred originally to a rule or measur
ing rod but in rime came to be used of stan
dards, precedents, and guidelines, whether for 
building a house, writing music, prose, or po
etry, or, in the case of the early church, setting 
forth the essentials of Christian preaching, as 
in the Regula fideL From the fourth century, 
the term was also regularly used by the church 
when referring to its collection of sacred writ
ings, or scriptures. 

The Old Testament Canon. The scriptures 
of the earliest Christian community were the 
Old Tes rament canon, still in process of final 
definition. The imprecise boundaries of the Old 
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Testament canon for the early church are il
lustrated by the frequent references or allusions 
in the New Testament to the apocryphal and 
pseudepigraphal literature; the best-known 
example is Jude's appeal to 1 Enoch 1.9 in Jude 
14. The Jewish tripartite canon-i.e., the Law 
(Hebrew torah), Prophets (Hebrew nebi'im), 

and Writings (Hebrew ketubim, Greek bagi

ographa)-is not regularly cited in the New 
Testament. For the most part, only the Law 
and the Prophets are referred to (e.g., Matt. 
5:17; Luke 24:27; Acts 28:23), although Luke 
24:44 does refer to the Psalms as the third part 
of the Jewish scriptures. When Christianity 
moved away from the significant influences of 
Judaism, the church continued to appeal to the 
religious literature that was popular in Pales
tine before A.D. 70. 

Soon after the return of the Jews from 
Babylon (ca. 530 B.c.), Israel's religious !ife was 
dominated by the interpretation of the Law. 
By ca. 400 B.C., the Prophets (Former Proph
ets: Joshua through Kings; Latter Prophets: 
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Book of the 
Twelve or the Minor Prophets) also functioned 
as scripture in Israel. The third part, the Writ
ings (in the Hebrew canon ar.d the Protestant 
Old Testament canon, this includes Ruth, Job, 
Psalms, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Lamen
tations, Daniel, and Ezra-Nehemiah), was 
setded largely in the later first century or early 
second century. Melito (ca. A.D. 180) reports a 
Jewish canon of twenty-two books, which (by 
combining books) is the equivalent of the pres
ent Jewish and Protestant canon except for 
Esther (Eusebius, H.E 4.26.13). 

In the fourth and fifth centuries, however, 
apocryphal and pseudepigraphal writings were 
still found in Christian lists of Old Testament 
canonical scriptures. Athanasius, for example, 
in 367 listed in his Old Testament canon both 
Baruch and the Epistle of Jeremiah but omit
red Esther (Ep. fest. 39). Also, many of the 
lists include one or more of the apocryphal 
writings (e.g., Origen, Cyril of Jerusalem, Hi
lary, Epiphanius, and others), but codex Si
naiticus and Gregory of Nazianzus ( Carm. 

1.12.5) omit Esther. The noncanonical books 
commonly referred to in these lists include 
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Judith, Tobit, Sirach, Baruch, 2 Esdras, Wis
dom of Solomon, and the Episde of Jeremiah. 
Only Jerome (347-420) appears to have ac
cepted the Jewish biblical canon equivalent to 
the thirty-nine books that the Protestants later 
adopted. 

The New Testament Canon. With one 
exception (Rev. 22:18-19), the New Testament 
writings appear not to have been written as 
sacred literature, but by the end of the first 
century New Testament literature was fre
quently used to settle disputes and address the 
!ife and ministerial needs of the church. From 
the early second century, sorne New Testament 
writings were called "scripture" or used authori
tatively alongside the Old Testament in sup
porting the faith and ministerial practices of 
the church (e.g., 1 Clem. 13.1-4; 2 Clem. 2.4; 
14.2; Barn. 4.14; Polycarp, Phil. 2.2-3; 7.1-2; 
12.1; Ptolemy, Letter to Flora 3.6; Justin, Dial. 
100.lf.; 101.3). The Didache, 1 and 2 Clem
ent, lgnatius's letters, the Shepherd of Hermas, 
and the Epistle of Barnabas frequently quote or 
allude to the New Testament writings, espe
cially the Gospels and Paul, although generally 
not referring to these books by name. 

By the mid-second century, the Gospels 
were regularly used with the Old Testament 
scriptures in the worship and ministry of many 
churches (Justin, 1 Apol. 67) and functioned 
as sacred scripture in many churches. The for
mal recognition of New Testament literature 
as scripture is fust attested by Irenaeus of Lyons 
(ca. 180), who was also the first to use the 
terms "Old Testament" and "New Testament'' 
(Haer. 4.28.1-2). Afrer him, there was wide
spread acceptance of New Testament writings 
as scripture, especially by Clement, T ertullian, 
and Origen. 

Even though the New Testament writings 
themselves were not generally called "scripture" 
before the time of Irenaeus, the ofren-quoted 
words, ministry, passion, and resurrection of 
Jesus functioned as such from the very begin
ningofthechurch(e.g., 1 Cor. 7:10, 17; 11:23; 
1 Thess. 4:15; Matt. 28:18; but also 1 Clem. 
13.1-4; Ignatius, Philad. 8.2; Polycarp, Phil. 
2.2, 3). 

Marcion (ca. 140) may well have drawn 
up the first closed collection of New Testa-
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ment scriptures. However, he recognized only 
ten of Paul's episrles (he does not refer to the 
Pastorals) and an edited Gospel of Luke. His 
primary aim was the separation of Christianity 
from Judaism, claiming that the God of the 
Old Testament was not the God of Jesus and 
the apostles. He rejected both Judaism and its 
scriptures and believed that Paul, who rejected 
the Law as a means of salvation, best proclaimed 
the true Christian message. Excommunicated 
from the church in Rome, Marcion continued 
to have an impact on the church for severa! 
generations, an impact that led to lengthy refu
tations from Irenaeus and Tertullian. Although 
establishing a closed canon of scriptures was 
not Marcion's primary aim, his canon did have 
the effect of spurring the church into consider
ing which Christian writings best defined its 
faith and mission. Justin Martyr (ca. 160) ac
cepted the Synoptic Gospels as scripture, but 
his awareness of John is questioned. Irenaeus 
accepted al! four of the canonicat Gospels and 
urged that only those four be accepted as au
thoritative in the church (Haer. 3.11.8-9). 
Tertullian also accepted all four, Matthew and 
John as coming from apostles and Mark and 
Luke as presenting the teaching of Peter and 
Paul (Marc. 4.2.5). 

The next writer for whom there is a list of 
his canon is Origen, but this list may have 
been an invention of Eusebius of Caesarea, 
since it is fust found in Eusebius's writings (H.E 
6.25.3-14) and only later in Rufinus (345-410). 

Historically, the church first recognized the 
New Testament writings as scripture and then 
moved toward a closed biblical canon. In thar 
move, severa! historical factors seem to have 
influenced the church's decisions regarding its 
New Testament canon. Besicles the impact 
made by Marcion and Irenaeus, a third factor 
that may have stimulated the church to darify 
which Christian books should be acknowledged 
as scripture was the rejection of "inspired" books 
produced by the Montanists in the last half of 
the second century. Although there is little 
evidence of this literature in antiquity, Tertul
lian (possibly) wrote a defense of this "new 
prophecy" (Pass. Perp. 1.1), and a possible 
condemnation of it by a certain Apollinaris is 
recorded in Eusebius (H.E 5.16.3-4). 



In 303, the emperor Diodetian launched 
the last great empire-wide persecution against 
the Christians. In the first of four edicts, he 
demanded that the churches be destroyed and 
their sacred scriptures be confiscated and 
burned. Many Christians were persecuted and 
put to death because of their refusai to hand 
over their sacred books, and one can assume 
that the churches had already identified which 
books were demanded. Although the churches 
were not in complete agreement on which 
books were sacred, it is likely that most of them 
had by then decided the broad parameters of 
their biblical canon. 

Constantine's conversion brought many 
benefits to the church, not the !east of which 
was the cessation of persecution and the resto
ration of Christian property that had been 
confiscated or destroyed. The reign of Con
stantine (306-33 7), like that of Diocletian, was 
characterized by the pursuit of social and reli
gious conformity (Eusebius, V.C. 2.65, 68); 
during and following his reign, there was a move 
in the church toward unity in theology and 
the biblical canon. Constantine requested 
Eusebius to produce fifty copies of scriptures 

for use in the new capital city of Constantin· 
ople (Eusebius, V.C. 3.37). Which scriptures 
to indude in those copies was probably de
cided by Eusebius, but his choice was accepted 
by the emperor, a fact thar would likely influ
ence other Christians' decision on the matter. 

Lists of New Testament Scriptures. After 
Eusebius, severallists or collections of biblical 
books began to circulate in eastern and west
ern churches. Although a number of these lists 
reportedly derived from the second and third 
centuries, it is difficult to find any such lists in 
writings from that period. Only those lists pro

duced in the fourth century and later were cir
culated as collections of sacred writings. These 
lists indicate the tendency toward a closed bib
lical canon. 

Eusebius (ca. 325) established three cate· 
garies for Christian books: those that were 
"accepted" as scripture, those that were "ques
tionable" or "disputed," and those that were 
"spurious." He included in the first group twenty 
of the current New Testament books (the four 
Gospels, Acts, thirteen epistles of Paul, 1 John, 
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and 1 Peter). The "questionable" group-James, 
2 Peter, Jude, 2 and 3 John, and possibly He
brews and Revelation-was probably not a part 
of Eusebius's own canon. The "spurious" group 
was rejected outright and induded such works 
as the Gospels of Peter, Thomas, and Matthias, 

the Acts of Andrew, Paul, and John; the Di
dache; and the Apocalypse of Peter. In time, 
the middle group was accepted by most 
churches, but the latter failed to find accep
tance. The smaller canon closely approximated 
that accepted in the Syriac-speaking church in 
the fourth and fifth centuries. 

The Muratorian Canon, a seventh- or 
eighth-century Latin translation of a list of 
sacred scriptures, is most commonly believed 
to have originated in or near Rome ca. 
180-200. The list closely approximates the 
current New Testament collection, with the 
exception that 1 and 2 Peter and Hebrews are 
omitted but the Apocalypse of Peter and the 
Wisdom of Salomon are included. The dating 
of this fragment is questionable, since it does 
not represent the views of the church in either 
the east or the west in the late second century 
and it played no discernible role in the think
ing of the church. The closest parallels to this 
document were produced only in the middle to 
lare fourth century, and it is therefore probably 
best to date the fragment ca. 350. 

Athanasius of Alexandria (367) produced 
the first list of New Testament books that cor
responds to the twenty-seven-book New Tes
tament canon used in the Catholic and Protes
tant churches today (Ep. fest. 39). 

The most disputed New Testament books 
in the fourth to the sixth centuries were He
brews, 2 Peter, Jude, and Revelation. On the 
other hand, severa! Greek manuscripts dating 
from the fourth century and even up to the 
eleventh century contain severa! noncanoni
cal books. For example, codex Claramontanus 
(D) (fifth-sixth century) includes the Episde 
of Barnabas, the Shepherd of Hermas, Acts of 
Paul, and the Apocalypse of Peter but omits 
Hebrews; codex Alexandrinus (A) (fifth cen
tury) includes both 1 and 2 Clement; codex 
Constantinopolitanus ( C) ( eleventh century) 
includes 1 and 2 Clement, the Episde of Bar
nabas, the Didache, and an interpolated text 
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of the letters of Ignatius; and codex Sinaiticus 
(fourth century) includes Barnabas. Clement 
of Alexandria called Hermas and 1 Clement 

scripture; Origen called 1 Clement a "Catholic 
episde": there appears to have been broad agree
ment on the limits of the New Testament 
canon, but not unanimity. 

Criteria. Ir is surprising that the ancient 
church left no record of the processes used to 
select its biblical canon, but sorne of these cri
teria are clear. (1) Apostolicity. If a writing 
was believed to have been written by an apostle, 
then it was recognized as scripture (see, e.g., 
Tertullian, Marc. 4.2.5). Apostolic authorship 
was not easily established, however, and this 
criterion does not account for Mark, Luke-Acts, 
Hebrews, or 2 and 3 John. (2) Orthodoxy. If a 
writing in question did not cohere with the 
core of teaching thar was believed to have been 
passed on to the churches by the apostles 
through their successors, the bishops, the writ
ing was unacceptable. But this "orthodoxy" or 
collection of teachings, which the church be
lieved came from the earliest Christian com
munities, is not always clear in the ancient 
church. The belief in such a stable tradition 
nevertheless played a major role in Irenaeus's 
refutation and rejection of the Gnostic litera
ture (Haer. 2.35.4; 3.3.3). The spectrum of 
theological perspectives in the New Testament 
itself shows that the early Christian commu
nity was often broader in its outlook than were 
succeeding generations of the church. (3) An
tiquity. The dating of a book was often used to 
separate it from consideration. The author of 
the Muratorian Canon, for example, refused to 
accept the Shepherd of Hermas because it was 
not written in the apostolic age. (4) Usage. 
How a book served the churches' worship and 
instructional needs no doubt played a major 
role in determining which scriptures were pre
served and became a part of the biblical canon. 
Ir is likely that the books recognized by the 
larger churches-Rome, Alexandria, or Anti
och-influenced the decisions of the smaller 
churches. (5) Inspiration. What does not ap
pear to have been a criterion for any of the 
early churches so much as a basic assumption 
was the notion of inspiration. Quite apart from 
the difficulty of distinguishing what was and 
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what was not inspired, a study of the church 
writings through the fifth century shows thar 
whatever was believed to be true and faithful 
was also believed to be inspired. In the first 
five centuries, only heretical teaching was ever 
called uninspired. Both Clement of Rome ( 1 
Clem. 63.2) and Ignatius (Philad. 7.1-2) 
claimed that their own writings were inspired, 
and the Shepherd of Hermas states that the 
prophecy of Eldad and Modat (now !ost) was 
inspired. The au thor of 2 Clement claimed that 
1 Clement was inspired (11.2; cf. 1 Clem. 

23.3-4). 
Conclusion. Three facts are clear. The 

earliest and primary canon of the early church 
was the !ife, death, resurrection, and teachings 
of Jesus. The theology of the earliest Chris
tians was informed by an array of writings wider 
than that included in the present-day Protes
tant or Ca tho lie Old Testament. The churches 
of the fourth to the sixth centuries were in 
wide but not complete agreement on either 
their Old Testament or New Testament can
ons. A final determination was made for the 
Catholics at the Council ofTrent (1545-1563) 
and for the Protestants during the time of the 
Reformation. The eastern Orthodox have an 
even larger biblical canon than either the 
Catholics or the Protestants: the Greeks add to 
the Apocrypha or Deuterocanonical books 2 
Esdras (Septuagint 1 Esdras) and 3 Maccabees, 

with 4 Maccabees in an appendix, and the 
Russians add 3 Esdras (Vulgate 4 Esdras) and 
omit 4 Maccabees. The Ethiopian biblical 
canon, which daims traditional roots back to 
the fourth century, contains eighty-one books. 
See also Apocrypha, New Tes rament; Apocry
pha, Old Testament; Muratorian Canon; Pe
shitta; Pseudepigrapha; Septuagint; Vulgate. 

[L.M.McD.] 
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CANONS, CANON LA W. Ecclesiasticallaw 

as distinguished from the civil or Roman law. 

In Christian terminology, the Greek kanon (a 

"rule" used by masons or carpenters) designated 

a standard or an approved list, as in "the canon 

of truth," "the canon of the Bible," "the canon 

[invariable part] of the Mass," and "the canons 

[clergy] of a cathedral." Much later, the church 

would "canonize" saints. 
Apart from the New Testament, which 

has few specifie norms applicable to daily life 

(Luke 12:13-16; Rom. 14:14; 1 Cor. 7:10; Acts 
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15:28-29), the oldest regulations are to bec 

found in the church orders, such as the Di
dache, the Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus, 

and the Apostolic Constitutions. Church or

ders are handbooks, supposedly emanating from 
all the apostles, that lay down directives for 

discipline and liturgical practice. These manu

ais really embody the customary observances 

in the area of their provenance. They· flour

ished in the third century but were obsolete by 

the end of the fourth. 

In a more formai sense, canon law origi

nated in the enactments of councils or synods 

of the fourth century. Although in earlier docu

ments there are indications of rulings onques

tions about rebaptism and the reconciliation of 
apostates, the first series of canons that have 

come down to us are probably from the coun

cils of Elvira in Spain (ca. 300) and Arles in 

Gaul (314). The main line of development, 
however, occurred in Asia Minor and North

em Syria. Canons from the councils of Ancyra 

(modem Ankara), Neocaesarea, Antioch, 

Gangra, and Laodicea formed the nucleus of 

almost all future collections of church law. Pride 

of place was soon given to the canons of Ni

caea (325), the first of the ecumenical coun

cils. 

These councils legislated, among other 

matters, on the qualifications for church office, 

the jurisdiction of such officiais as the rural 

bishops, and church structures (the province, 

the exarchate, and the beginnings of the patri

archate). Many canons dealt with clerical dis

cipline: deacons and presbyters, for example, 

were forbidden to marry after ordination, a 

policy still observed in the eastern churches. 

The marriages of Christians, the readmission 

of those in schism, public penance, and the 

ceremonies of the liturgy were also treated. 

Canonical decisions on matters of discipline, 

organization, and liturgy were subject to change, 

whereas matters of faith affirmed in the creeds 

were considered unalterable. 

The lack of any discemible order among 

the canons of the individual councils is reflected 

in the first collections, which simply added the 

enactments of one council to those of another 
chronologically in a continuous enumeration. 

A corpus canonum (a body of law from Nicaea 


