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The Canon 

I. The Definition of Canon 
A. Lexham English Bible Dictionary 

1. The term “canon” comes from the Greek word κανών 
(kanōn), which refers to an instrument used as a measuring 
rod in architecture. The word came to pertain to a rule, 
norm, or criterion by which to measure the worth, truth, 
and moral value of an idea. In the context of sacred 
writings, it refers to a collection of works regarded as 
normative for belief and practice. 

B. FF Bruce 
1. “a list of writings acknowledged by the church as 

documents of divine revelation” 
2. “a series or list, a rule of faith or rule of truth” 

II. The Development and Preservation of the Old 
Testament 

A. Evidence in the OT of the public recognition of 
Scripture as being the Word of God 
1. Moses read the book of the covenant to the Israelites and 

they committed to keeping the divine commandments- Ex 
24:3-7 

2. The Law-code of Deuteronomy was put beside the ark of the 
covenant, symbolizing its sanctity and acting as a reminder 
to the people of the importance of their commitment to 
follow it- Deut 31:26 

3. Josiah read the book of the law after it was found in the 
Temple. They determined to follow all the words written in 
it, signifying that it was a divine book- 2 Kings 23:1-3 

4. When the exiles returned, Ezra publicly read the law and the 
national leaders devoted themselves to following it- 
Nehemiah 8:1-9:38 
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B. The Hebrew Bible 
1. Torah- Law 

a) Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronmy 
2. Neb(v)iim- Prophets 

a) Four former prophets- Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings 
b) Four latter prophets- Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the 

book of the twelve 
3. Ketub(v)im- writings 

a) Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Songs, Ruth, 
Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Exra-
Nehemiah, Chronicles 

4. Luke 24:44 
5. Luke 11:50; 2 Chronicles 24:20-22 

C. The Christian Old Testament 
1. Seven Codices copied between the mid-second and late 

fourth centuries 
a) Genesis, Numbers-Deuteronomy, Ecclesiastes, Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Esther 
2. complete Greek Bible from the fourth and fifth centuries 

a) They tell us something of those books that were 
considered as authoritative and those that were at least 
worthy of being bound together. 

3. Melito of Sardis 
a) AD 170 
b) He gives a list of OT books to his friend Onesimus in a 

letter 
(1) the list was from a trip he took to the east  
(2) Melito’s list consisted of all the books of the Hebrew 

Bible except Esther 
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III.The Development of the New Testament 

A. The New Testament witness to itself 
1. Colossians 4:16- Paul asked that his letters circulate among 

the churches 
2. 2 Peter 3:15-16- equates Paul’s letters with “the rest of the 

Scriptures” 
3. Some NT books claim divine authority for their message 

a) Revelation 1:1-3, John, Hebrews 

B. Oral Tradition and the Eventual Writing down of the 
Sayings of Jesus 
1. For the first 30 years or so, the Christian faith relied mainly 

on the kerygma, the proclamation of the faith by preachers 
who either knew Jesus or directly knew the apostles. In his 
instruction regarding the Lord’s Supper, Paul indicated that 
Christ’s sayings had already gained popularity and validity 
among new believers (1 Cor 11:23–26). 

2. After the death of Paul and Peter Christians wanted to 
preserve the writings and promote “sound doctrine” 
a) this began the process of writing and copying and 

circulating 
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IV.Canonization as a Process (Toward Canonization) 

A. Canon Consciousness 
1. although the list of authoritative writings showed a certain 

degree of fluidity for the first three centuries, the Church 
demonstrated early on a selective attitude toward its 
collection of writings. 

B. The Role of Heresies 
1. Certain Heresies 
2. Marcion- the Canon of Marcion 

a) Did not like the OT God 
b) Listed only a portion of Luke and ten Pauline letters as 

authoritative 
3. Montanism 

a) Believed Revelation was still open 
b) Characterized by charismatic tendencies 
c) Helped the church determine the limits of divine 

authority 
(1) namely, the writings of the apostles or those who 

were with them 
d) Gnosticism 

(1) rejuvenated the church’s interest in authoritative 
writings and sound doctrine 

4. The Significance of the Response of the Early Church 
Fathers 

C. The Widely Circulated Codices (some of the “books” they 
contained did not make certain canons) 
1. Codex Sinaiticus 

a) contains the entire NT and part of the Old 
(1) also includes the Epistle of Barnabas and the 

Shepherd of Hermas 
2. Codex Alexandrinus 
3. Codex Claromontanus 
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D. Timeline 

1. Papias 
2. Clement of Rome (AD 96) 

a) Mentioned in Philippians 4:3 
b) Bruce Metzger, in the Canon of the New Testament: 

Clement... makes occasional reference to certain words of 
Jesus; though they are authoritative for him, he does not 
appear to enquire how their authenticity is ensured. In 
two of the three instances that he speaks of remembering 
'the words' of Christ or of the Lord Jesus, it seems that he 
has a written record in mind, but he does not call it a 
'gospel'. He knows several of Paul's epistles, and values 
them highly for their content; the same can be said of the 
Epistle to the Hebrews, with which he is well acquainted. 
Although these writings obviously possess for Clement 
considerable significance, he never refers to them as 
authoritative ‘Scripture'. 

3. Ignatius of Antioch (AD 35-107) 
a) Affirms the authority of Jesus’ words and life 
b) considers the “gospels” Scripture 

4. Polycarp of Smyrna (AD 69-135) 
a) In a letter to the church in Philippi 

(1) “it is said in these Scriptures, ‘be angry and sin not’ 
and ‘Do not let the sun go down on your anger’” 

(2) Psalm 4:4; Ephesians 4:26 

5. Basilides of Alexandria (117-138) 
a) one of the first to attest to the divine authority of the New 

Testament 
6. The Marcion Canon (AD 140) 
7. The Muratorian Canon (AD 160/170) 

a) the main outline of the New Testament was clear: the 
Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, Acts, 13 
Pauline Letters, 1 Peter, 1 and 2 John, Jude, Revelation, 
and a few disputed books. 
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8. Tatian (mid second century, wrote the Diatessaron) and 
Irenaeus of Lyons (AD 130-200) 
a) both verified that the four gospels we have today are to 

be exclusive, meaning they are the authoritative Gospels 
of Jesus, and the others should be rejected 

______ 

9. Clement of Alexandria (AD 150-215) 
a) quoted from all NT books except James, 2 Peter, and 3 

John 
10. Tertullian of Carthage (AD 160-225) 

a) first to use the term New Testament 
11. Origen (AD 185-254) 

a) organized the collection in three categories 
(1) The acknowledged books 
(2) The disputed works 

(a) James, Hebrews, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude, and 
the Shepherd of Hermas 

(3) The rejected documents 
________ 
 

12. Eusebius of Caesarea (AD 260-340) 
a) has a great list of the categories of writings considered 
b) rejected Shepherd of Hermas and accepted Hebrews 

(Origen’s list) 
13. Athanasius (AD 296-373) 

a) first to use the word canon, referring to the 27 books of 
NT 

b) Festal Letter of Athanasius (AD 367) 
14. Council at Carthage (AD 397) 

a) received the full complement of the NT writings 
b) after this, there was general agreement on the content of 

the NT (New Testament) 
_________ 
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E. By the end of the fourth century, the canon of 
Scripture was essentially closed.  
1. Two factors helped finalize the scope of the canon: 

a) The church councils officialized the list of authoritative 
Scriptures 

b) The technology of bookmaking 
(1) These markers stabilized the process and allowed the 

early church to close its list of sacred texts 

F. From the writings of the Fathers, one can deduce that a 
document was eventually canonized if it met the 
following criteria: 
1. apostolicity, meaning it was written by an apostle or 

someone closely associated with an apostle 
2. orthodoxy, meaning it was considered to be in line with the 

“rule of faith”—Core Christian beliefs as taught by the 
apostles and in accord with the Old Testament writings 

3. catholicity, meaning it gained widespread acceptance 
throughout Christendom 

4. traditional usage, meaning it was read as Scripture in public 
worship and discussed in Christian literature as Scripture 

5. antiquity, meaning it was written as close as possible to the 
original events 

6. officialization, meaning it became part of an official 
collection 
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V. What about the disputed books? 

A. Those rejected 
1. Gnostic Gospels 

B. Epistle of Barnabas 
1. Not used that often in the early church 
2. Barnabas was ousted by an apostle 

a) Galatians 2:13 

C. Those eventually included 
1. Revelation 
2. Hebrews 
3. Jude 
4. James 
5. 2,3 John 
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