
THE CANON OF SCRIPTURE

How We Know 
The Bible Is Complete



The Word of God

2 Tim. 3:16–17 – All Scripture is inspired by 
God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, 
for correction, for training in righteousness; 
so that the man of God may be adequate, 
equipped for every good work.  



The Basic Rule
of Canonicity



Canonicity

Canonicity refers to the fact that our Bibles are 
complete—comprised of the sixty-six books from 
Genesis to Revelation. 

Old Testament – Genesis to Malachi – 39 Books
New Testament – Matthew to Revelation – 27 Books



Canonicity

The Primary Rule of Canonicity: 

We submit to the 39 books of the Old Testament, 
because our Lord Jesus affirmed the OT

We submit to the 27 books of the New Testament, 
because our Lord Jesus authorized His apostles to 
write the NT



Canonicity
A. The Word of God consists of that which God has 

revealed through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.

2 Peter 1:20–21 – “But know this first of all, that no 
prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own 
interpretation [origination], for no prophecy was ever 
made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy 
Spirit spoke from God.”



Canonicity
B. In the Old Testament, God’s Word was revealed through 

His prophets. In the New Testament, God’s Word was 
revealed through His Son.

Hebrews 1:1–2 – “God, after He spoke long ago to the 
fathers in the prophets in many portions and in many ways, 
in these last days has spoken to us in His Son, whom He 
appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made 
the world.”



Canonicity
C. Scripture is the written Word of God. Jesus Christ is the 

Incarnate Word of God. 

John 1:1, 18 – “In the beginning was the Word. And the 
Word was with God, and the Word was God.  . . .  No one 
has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in 
the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him.”



Canonicity
D, The Incarnate Word affirmed the Old Testament in its 
entirety (Matt. 5:17–18)—including its:

• historical reliability (cf. Matt. 10:15; 12:40; 19:3–5; 24:38–39)

• prophetic accuracy (Matt. 26:54)

• sufficiency (Luke 16:31)

• unity (Luke 24:27, 44)

• inerrancy (John 17:17)

• infallibility (John 10:35)

• authority (Matt. 21:13, 16, 42; Mark 7:8, 13)



Canonicity
Luke 24:27 – Then beginning with Moses and with all 
the prophets, He explained to them the things 
concerning Himself in all the Scriptures.

Luke 24:44 – Now He said to them, “These are My 
words which I spoke to you while I was still with you, 
that all things which are written about Me in the Law of 
Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be 
fulfilled.”



Canonicity
E. In addition to the OT, Jesus also promised to give 

additional revelation to His church through His 
authorized representatives, the Apostles.

2 Peter 3:1–2 – This is now, beloved, the second letter I am 
writing to you in which I am stirring up your sincere mind by 
way of reminder, that you should remember the words spoken 
beforehand by the holy prophets and the commandment of the 
Lord and Savior spoken by your apostles.



Canonicity
John 14:23–26 – Jesus answered and said to him, “If anyone 
loves Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love 
him, and We will come to him and make Our abode with 
him. He who does not love Me does not keep My words; and 
the word which you hear is not Mine, but the Father’s who 
sent Me. These things I have spoken to you while abiding 
with you. But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father 
will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring 
to your remembrance all that I said to you.”



Canonicity
John 16:12–15 – “I have many more things to say to you, 
but you cannot bear them now. But when He, the Spirit of 
truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He 
will not speak of His own initiative, but whatever He hears, 
He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come. 
He will glorify Me, for He will take of Mine and will disclose 
it to you. All things that the Father has are Mine; therefore 
I said that He takes of Mine and will disclose it to you.”



Canonicity
F.  The Apostles rightly recognized their own inspired 

writings as being part of the biblical canon, on par with 
the books of the Old Testament (cf. 1 Cor. 14:37; 1 Thess. 
2:13; 4:15; 2 Peter 3:2, 15–16; 1 John 4:6; etc.).



Canonicity
1 Thessalonians 2:13 –

For this reason we also constantly thank God that when 
you received the word of God which you heard from us, 
you accepted it not as the word of men, but for what it 
really is, the word of God, which also performs its work 
in you who believe.



Canonicity
2 Peter 3:15–16 –

Regard the patience of our Lord as salvation; just as also 
our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given 
him, wrote to you, as also in all his letters, speaking in 
them of these things, in which are some things hard to 
understand, which the untaught and unstable distort, as 
they do also the rest of the Scriptures.



Canonicity
A Brief Recap:

1. Jesus Christ affirmed the Old Testament as Scripture. 
As His followers, we must do the same.

2. The Lord Jesus also established the principle of 
apostolic authority when He promised to give further 
revelation through the Holy Spirit to the Church.



Canonicity
3. Apostolic authorship (or authorization) is therefore the 

primary principle for affirming the books of the NT 
canon. The church submits to the teaching of Christ’s 
authorized representatives.

4. Because additional revelation was only promised to 
the Apostles, the canon closed when the apostolic age 
ended.



The NT: Going 
Book by Book



The New Testament
History:

Matthew
Mark
Luke
John
Acts

Paul’s Epistles:

Romans
1 & 2 
Corinthians
Galatians
Ephesians
Philippians

Colossians
1 & 2 
Thessalonians
1 & 2 Timothy
Titus
Philemon

Future:

Revelation

General 
Epistles:

Hebrews
James
1 & 2 Peter
1–3 John
Jude



The NT: The Recognition
of the Canon in History



NT Canon in History
The church did not create or determine the canon of the 
New Testament. Rather, the church recognized and 
submitted to those books that came with apostolic 
authority.

Universal recognition took time as the books circulated 
throughout the early church.



Romans
Acts

Philippians

1&2 Corinthians
Ephesians   1&2 Timothy

Galatians
Colossians/Philemon

1&2 
Thessalonians

Matthew
Mark   Luke

Hebrews
James   Jude

Revelation   John  1–3 John
1&2 Peter

Titus

It took time for the NT books to circulate.



NT Canon in History
In all of this, God providentially worked to preserve His 
Word throughout church history. 

He did this through the corporate internal testimony of the 
Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:10–16).

From the beginning, the church recognized the teaching of 
Christ and His Apostles as authoritative (John 10:27).



NT Canon in History
Justin Martyr, First Apology, 67: 

On the day called Sunday there is a gathering together in 
the same place of all who live in a given city or rural 
district. The memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the 
prophets are read, as long as time permits. Then when the 
reader ceases, the president [pastor] in a discourse 
admonishes and urges the imitation of these good things. 
Next we all rise together and send up prayers.



NT Canon in History
Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.1.1: 

We have learned from none others the plan of our 
salvation, than from those through whom the Gospel has 
come down to us, which they did at one time proclaim in 
public, and, at a later period, by the will of God, handed 
down to us in the Scriptures, to be the ground and pillar of 
our faith.



NT Canon in History
Early Christian leaders peppered their writings with 
citations from the New Testament.

• Clement of Rome (c. AD 96) – 8 NT books 
• Ignatius of Antioch (c. AD 106) – 7 NT books
• Polycarp (c. AD 140) – 14 NT books
• Irenaeus (AD 185) – 21 NT books
• Hippolytus (AD 170-235) – 22 NT books



NT Canon in History
As heresies arose, true believers realized it was necessary 
to make a list of apostolic books. 

The Muratorian Canon (AD. 170) is the earliest known list. 
It was incomplete but mentions 23 NT books.  

In 363, at the Council of Laodicea, all 27 books are listed. 
In 367, Athanasius also listed all 27. 
.



NT Canon in History
Recognition of the NT Canon

1st Century 2nd Century 3rd Century 4th Century

Apostolic Age
NT Written

c. A.D. 45–100 
Apostolic Writings Circulated 

and Recognized as Authoritative

Ante-Nicene Church Fathers Nicene Fathers

Formal Recognition 
Completed

Athanasius’ Festal 
Letter 367

Muratorian Canon 170Canon Closed c. 100



The NT: Are There
Any Other Books?



Other Books?
Gnostic Writings: The earliest Gnostic gospel (The Gospel 
of Thomas) was written in the second century, after the 
canonical gospels. It is merely a collection of sayings 
attributed to Jesus.

Other Gnostic gospels were written in the third and fourth 
centuries. They include fanciful accounts of the life of 
Christ but have no historic credibility.

They were rightly rejected by the early church.



Other Books?
Early Church Fathers: Importantly, the early church fathers 
knew they were not Apostles.

Nonetheless, many believers found their writings to be 
greatly encouraging.

As a result, their writings were sometimes read for 
edification by believers in the churches, even though they 
were not authoritative.



The OT: What about        
the Apocrypha?



The Jewish Canon
The Law The Prophets The Writings

1. Genesis 6. Joshua 14. Ruth

2. Exodus 7. Judges 15. Psalms

3. Leviticus 8. 1 & 2 Samuel 16. Proverbs

4. Numbers 9. 1 & 2 Kings 17. Job

5. Deuteronomy 10. Jeremiah 18. Ecclesiastes

11. Ezekiel 19. Song of Solomon

12. Isaiah 20. Lamentations

13. The Twelve Minor Prophets 21. Daniel

22. Esther

23. Ezra/Nehemiah

24. 1 & 2 Chronicles



The Apocrypha
Wisdom of Solomon (c. 30 B.C.)
Ecclesiasticus (Sirach) (132 B.C.)
Tobit (c. 200 B.C.)
Judith (c. 150 B.C.)
1 Esdras (c. 150–100 B.C.)
1 & 2 Maccabees (c. 110 B.C.)
Baruch (c. 150–50 B.C.)
The Letter of Jeremiah 

(c. 300–100 B.C.)
2 Esdras (c. A.D. 100)

Additions to Esther 
(140–130 B.C.)

The Prayer of Azariah 
(2nd or 1st cent B.C.) 

Susanna 
(2nd or 1st cent B.C.)

Bel and the Dragon (c. 100 B.C.) 
The Prayer of Manasseh 

(2nd or 1st cent B.C.)



The Apocrypha
The Jews of Jesus’ day did not regard the apocryphal books 
as canonical. They held to a 22-book canon.

Jesus affirmed the OT canon as recognized by first-century 
Judaism.

The rest of the NT does not treat the apocryphal books as 
canonical.



The Apocrypha
Josephus, Contra Apion, 1:37–42:  Our books, those which 
are justly accredited, are but two and twenty, and contain 
the record of all time. Of these, five are the books of 
Moses, comprising the laws and the traditional history 
from the birth of man down to the death of the lawgiver.    
. . . The prophets subsequent to Moses wrote the history of 
the events of their own times in thirteen books.  The 
remaining four books contain hymns to God, and precepts 
for the conduct of human life.



The Apocrypha
Jesus affirmed a first-century understanding of the OT 
canon (cf. Matt 5:17; 7:12; 22:40; Luke 16:16; 24:44).

His appeals to the OT assumed that both He and His 
hearers knew what was included in the Scriptures (cf. Matt. 
21:42; 22:29; 26:54; etc.).

Matthew 23:34–35 and Luke 11:49–51 indicate Jesus 
viewed the OT canon as closing with 2 Chronicles. 



The Apocrypha
Additionally, the Apocrypha contains theological and 
factual errors.

Theological errors include: 
(1) prayers for the dead 
(2) the worship of angels
(3) the concept of purgatory



The Apocrypha
Many church fathers affirm the 22-book canon of the OT:

Origen, recorded in Ecclesiastical History, 6.25.1–2: “But it should 
be known that there are twenty-two canonical books, according to 
the Hebrew tradition; the same as the number of the letters of 
their alphabet.” 

Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Lectures, 4.34–37:  “Of the Old 
Testament, as we have said, study the two and twenty books.”



The Apocrypha
Jerome (who translated the Vulgate) clearly states that the 
church should not consider the apocrypha to be canonical. 

Jerome, Preface to Jerome’s Works, 492 : As, then, the 
Church reads Judith, Tobit, and the books of Maccabees, but 
does not admit them among the canonical Scriptures, so let 
it read these two volumes [Wisdom of Solomon and 
Ecclesiasticus] for the edification of the people, not to give 
authority to doctrines of the Church.



Conclusion



Conclusion
Why these 66 books?

The answer rests on the authority of Jesus Chirst. 

To submit to the Lord Jesus is to submit to His Word 
(John 8:31).



Conclusion

2 Tim. 3:16–17 – All Scripture is inspired by 
God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, 
for correction, for training in righteousness; 
so that the man of God may be adequate, 
equipped for every good work.  



Conclusion
James 1:22–25 – But prove yourselves doers of the word, 
and not merely hearers who delude themselves. For if 
anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a 
man who looks at his natural face in a mirror; for once he 
has looked at himself and gone away, he has immediately 
forgotten what kind of person he was. But one who looks 
intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by 
it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual 
doer, this man will be blessed in what he does.




