CANON OF THE OLD TESTAMENT
I. The Canon and Canonicity
‘Canon’ is borrowed from Gk., in which kanōn means a rule. Since the 4th century kanōn has been used by Christians to denote an authoritative list of the books belonging to the OT or NT. What qualifies a book for a place in the Canon of the OT or NT is not just that it is ancient, informative and helpful, and has long been read and valued by God’s people, but that it has God’s authority. God spoke through its human author to teach his people what to believe and how to behave. It is not just a record of revelation, but the permanent written form of revelation. The Bible is ‘inspired’ (*Inspiration), and it makes the books of the Bible in this respect different from all other books.

There has long been some difference of opinion about the books which should be included in the OT Canon. The Samaritans rejected all its books except the Pentateuch; while, from about the 3rd century bc onwards, pseudonymous works, usually apocalyptic, claimed to be inspired writings and found credence in certain circles. In the rabbinical literature it is related that in the first few centuries of the Christian era certain sages disputed, on internal evidence, the canonicity of five OT books (Ezekiel, Proverbs, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Esther). In the patristic period there was uncertainty among Christians whether the Apocrypha of the Gk. and Latin Bible were to be regarded as inspired or not. Difference on the last point came to a head at the Reformation, when the church of Rome insisted that the Apocrypha were part of the OT, on an equal footing with the rest, while the Protestant churches denied this. Though some of the Protestant churches regarded the Apocrypha as edifying reading (the Church of England, for example, continuing to include them in its lectionary ‘for example of life but not to establish any doctrine), they were all agreed that, properly speaking, the OT Canon consists only of the books of the Heb. Bible—the books acknowledged by the Jews and endorsed in the teaching of the NT. The Eastern Orthodox Church was for a time divided on this, but is now tending to come down on the Protestant side.

II. The first emergence of the Canon
The doctrine of biblical inspiration is fully developed only in the NT. But far back in Israel’s history certain writings were being recognized as having divine authority, and serving as a written rule of faith and practice for God’s people. This is seen in the people’s response when Moses reads to them the book of the covenant (Ex. 24:7), or when the book of the Law found by Hilkiah is read, first to the king and then to the congregation (2 Ki. 22–23; 2 Ch. 34), or when the book of the Law is read to the people by Ezra (Ne. 8:9, 14–17; 10:28–39; 13:1–3). These form a part or the whole of the Pentateuch-in the first case quite a small part of Exodus, probably chapters 20–23. The Pentateuch is treated with the same reverence in Jos. 1:7f; 8:31; 23:6–8; 1 Ki. 2:3; 2 Ki. 14:6; 17:37; Ho. 8:12; Dn. 9:11, 13; Ezr. 3:2, 4; 1Ch. 16:40; 2 Ch. 17:9; 23:18; 30:5, 18; 31:3; 35:26.

The Pentateuch presents itself as basically the work of Moses, one of the earliest, and certainly the greatest of the OT prophets (Nu. 12:6–8; Dt. 34:10–12). God often spoke through Moses orally, as he did through later prophets, but Moses’ activity as a writer is also frequently mentioned (Ex. 17:14; 24:4, 7; 34:27; Nu. 33:2; Dt. 28:58, 61; 29:20f, 27; 30:10; 31:9–13, 19, 22, 24–26). There were other prophets in Moses’ lifetime and more were expected to follow (Ex. 15:20; Nu. 12:6; Dt. 18:15–22; 34:10), as they did (Jdg. 4:4; 6:8), though major prophetic activity began with Samuel. The literary work of these prophets started, as far as we know, with Samuel (1 Sa. 10:25; 1 Ch. 29:29), and their earliest writing was mostly history, which afterwards became the basis of the books of Chronicles (1 Ch. 29:29; 2 Ch. 9:29; 12:15; 13:22; 20:34; 26:22; 32:32; 33:18f), and probably of Samuel and Kings too, which have so much material in common with Chronicles. It is possible that Joshua and Judges were also based on prophetic histories of this kind. That the prophets on occasion wrote down oracles also is clear from Is. 30:8; Je. 25:13; 29:1; 30:2; 36:1–32; 51:60–64; Ezk. 43:11; Hab. 2:2; Dn. 7:1; 2 Ch. 21:12. Of course, to say all this is to accept the prima facie evidence of the OT books as historical: for discussion of other views, see *Pentateuch, *Deuteronomy, *Chronicles, etc.

The reason why Moses and the prophets wrote down God’s message, and did not content themselves with delivering it orally, was sometimes to send it to another place (Je. 29:1; 36:1–8; 51:60f; 2 Ch. 21:12); but quite as often to preserve it for the future, as a memorial (Ex. 17:14), or a witness (Dt. 31:24–26), that it might be for the time to come for ever and ever (Is. 30:8). The unreliability of oral tradition was well known to the OT writers. An object-lesson here was the loss of the book of the Law during the reigns of Manasseh and Amon: when it was rediscovered by Hilkiah its teaching came as a great shock, for it had been forgotten (2 Ki. 22–23; 2 Ch. 34). The permanent form of God’s message was therefore not its spoken but its written form, hence the rise of the OT Canon.

How long the *Pentateuch took to reach its final shape we cannot be sure. However, we saw in the case of the book of the covenant, referred to in Ex. 24, that it was possible for a short document like Ex. 20–23 to become canonical before the whole book was complete. The book of Genesis also embodies earlier documents (Gn. 5:1), Numbers includes an item from an ancient collection of poems (Nu. 21:14f.), and the main part of Deuteronomy was laid up as canonical beside the ark in Moses’ lifetime (Dt. 31:24–26), before the account of his death can have been added. The analogy between the *covenants of Ex. 24; Dt. 29–30 and the ancient Near Eastern treaties is suggestive, since the treaty documents were often laid up in a sacred place, like the tables of the Ten Commandments and the book of Deuteronomy; and this was done when the treaty was made. The covenants between God and Israel were undoubtedly made when the Pentateuch says they were made, at the Exodus, when God formed Israel into a nation; so it is in that period that the laying up of the Decalogue and Deuteronomy in the sanctuary should be dated, in accordance with the Pentateuchal account. This means that their public recognition as binding and indeed divine should also be dated as from then. The preservation of sacred books in the sanctuary was a custom which continued right down to the destruction of the second temple in ad 70.

While there was a succession of prophets it was possible for earlier sacred writings to be added to and edited in the manner indicated above, without committing the sacrilege spoken of in Dt. 4:2; 12:32; Pr. 30:6. The same applies to other parts of the OT. Joshua embodies the covenant of its last chapter, vv. 1–25, originally written by Joshua himself (v. 26). Samuel embodies the document on the manner of the kingdom (1 Sa. 8:11–18), originally written by Samuel (1 Sa. 10:25). Both these documents were canonical from the outset, the former written in the very book of the Law at the sanctuary of Shechem, and the latter laid up before the Lord at Mizpeh. There is a sign of the growth of the book of Proverbs in Pr. 25:1. Items from an ancient collection of poems are included in Joshua (10:12f), Samuel (2 Sa. 1:17–27) and Kings (1 Ki. 8:53, lxx). Kings names as its sources the Book of the Acts of Solomon, the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel and the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Judah (1 Ki. 11:41; 14:19, 29, etc.; 2 Ki. 1:18; 8:23, etc.). The latter two works, combined together, are probably the same as the Book of the Kings of Israel and Judah, often named as a source by the canonical books of Chronicles (2 Ch. 16:11; 25:26; 27:7; 28:26; 35:27; 36:8; and, in abbreviated form, 1 Ch. 9:1; 2 Ch. 24:27). This source book seems to have incorporated many of the prophetic histories which are also named as sources in Chronicles (2 Ch. 20:34; 32:32).

Not all the writers of the OT books were prophets, in the narrow sense of the word; some of them were kings and wise men. But their experience of inspiration led to their writings also finding a place in the Canon. The inspiration of psalmists is spoken of in 2 Sa. 23:1–3; I Ch. 25:1, and of wise men in Ec. 12:11f. Note also the revelations made by God in Job (38:1; 40:6), and the implication of Pr. 8:1–9:6 that the book of Proverbs is the work of the divine Wisdom.

The canonical arrangement of the books of the OT according to Christian tradition, compared with the original order in Hebrew.
III. The closing of the first section (the Law)
The references to the Pentateuch (in whole or part) as canonical, which we saw in the other books of the OT, and which continue in the intertestamental literature, are remarkably numerous. This is doubtless due in part to its fundamental importance. References to other books as inspired or canonical are, within the OT, largely confined to their authors: the chief exceptions are probably Is. 34:16; Ps. 149:9; Dn. 9:2. The Pentateuch may have been the first section of the OT to be written and recognized as canonical. It was basically the work of a single prophet of very early date, which was edited after his death but was not open to continual addition, whereas the other sections of the OT were produced by authors of later date, whose number was not complete until after the return from the Exile. No one doubts that the Pentateuch was both complete and canonical by the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, in the 5th century bc, and it may have been so considerably earlier. In the 3rd century bc it was translated into Gk., thus becoming the first part of the lxx. In the mid-2nd century bc we have evidence of all 5 books, including Genesis, being attributed to Moses (see Aristobulus, as cited by Eusebius, Preparation for the Gospel 13.12) Later in the same century the breach between Jews and Samaritans seems to have become complete, and the preservation of the Heb. Pentateuch by both parties since proves that it was already their common property. All this is evidence that the first section of the Canon was now closed, consisting of the 5 familiar books, neither more nor less, with only minor textual variations persisting.

IV. The evolution of the second and third sections (the Prophets and Hagiographa)
The rest of the Heb. Bible has a different structure from the English. It is divided into two sections: the Prophets, and the Hagiographa or (other) Scriptures. The Prophets comprise 8 books: the historical books Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings, and the oracular books Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah and the Twelve (the Minor Prophets). The Hagiographa comprise 11 books: the lyrical and wisdom books, Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs and Lamentations; and the historical books, Daniel (see below), Esther, Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles. This is the traditional order, according to which the remaining book of the Hagiographa, Ruth, is prefaced to Psalms, as ending with the genealogy of the psalmist David, though in the Middle Ages it was moved to a later position, alongside the other 4 books of similar brevity (Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations and Esther). In Jewish tradition Samuel, Kings, the Minor Prophets, Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles are each reckoned as a single book. This may indicate the capacity of an average Hebrew leather scroll at the period when the canonical books were first listed and counted.

Doubt has sometimes been thrown on the antiquity of this way of grouping the OT books. More commonly, but with equally little real reason, it has been assumed that it reflects the gradual development of the OT Canon, the grouping having been a historical accident, and the Canon of the Prophets having been closed about the 3rd century bc, before a history like Chronicles and a prophecy like Daniel (which, it is alleged, naturally belong there) had been recognized as inspired or even written. The Canon of the Hagiographa, according to this popular hypothesis, was not closed until the Jewish synod of Jamnia or Jabneh about ad 90, after an open OT Canon had already been taken over by the Christian church. Moreover, a broader Canon, containing many of the Apocrypha, had been accepted by the Greek-speaking Jews of Alexandria, and was embodied in the lxx; and the lxx was the OT of the early Christian church. These two facts, and the Essene fondness for the pseudonymous apocalypses, are responsible for the fluidity of the OT Canon in patristic Christianity. Such is the theory.

The reality is rather different. The grouping of the books is not arbitrary, but according to literary character. Daniel is half narrative, and in the Hagiographa, as the traditional order arranged them, it seems to be placed with the histories. There are histories in the Law (from the creation to Moses) and in the Prophets (Joshua to the end of the Monarchy), so why should there not be histories in the Hagiographa also, dealing with the period of the Exile and return? Chronicles is put last among the histories, as a summary of the whole biblical narrative, from Adam to the return. The Canon of the Prophets was not completely closed when Chronicles was written, for the sources it quotes are not Samuel and Kings but the fuller prophetic histories which seem to have served as sources for Samuel and Kings as well. The earliest elements in the Prophets, incorporated in books such as Joshua and Samuel, are certainly very old, but so are the earliest elements in the Hagiographa, incorporated in books such as Psalms, Proverbs and Chronicles. These elements may have been recognized as canonical before the completion of even the first section of the Canon. The latest elements in the Hagiographa, such as Daniel, Esther and Ezra-Nehemiah, belong to the end of OT history. But the same is true of the latest elements in the Prophets, such as Ezekiel, Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi. The books of the Hagiographa tend to be later than the Prophets, but the overlap is considerable. Indeed, the very assumption that the Hagiographa are a late collection may have led to their individual books being dated later-than they otherwise would have been.

Since the books in both these sections are by a variety of authors and are usually independent of one another,they may have been recognized as canonical individually, at different dates, and at first formed a single miscellaneous collection. Then, when the prophetic gift had been for some while withdrawn, and their number was seen to be complete, they were more carefully classified, and were divided into two sections. The books, spoken of in Dn. 9:2, may have been one growing body of literature, loosely organized, and containing not only prophecy like Jeremiah’s, but also psalms like David’s. The tradition in 2 Macc. 2:13 about Nehemiah’s library reflects such a mixed collection: ‘he, founding a library, gathered together the books about the kings and prophets, and the books of David, and letters of kings about sacred gifts’. The antiquity of this tradition is shown by the likelihood that some such action would be necessary after the calamity of the Exile, and also by the fact that the ‘letters of kings about sacred gifts’ are simply being preserved because of their importance, and have not yet been embodied in the book of Ezra (6:3–12; 7:12–26). Time had to be given after this for books like Ezra to be completed, for the recognition of the latest books as canonical, and for the realization that the prophetic gift had ceased, and only when these things had happened could the firm division between Prophets and Hagiographa and the careful arrangement of their contents be made. The division had already been made towards the end of the 2nd century bc, when the prologue to the Gk. translation of Ecclesiasticus was composed, for this prologue repeatedly refers to the three sections of the Canon. But the division seems recent, for the third section of the Canon had not yet been given a name: the writer calls the first section ‘the Law’, the second ‘the Prophets’ or ‘the Prophecies’, but the third he simply describes. It is ‘the others that have followed in their steps’, ‘the other ancestral books’, ‘the rest of the books’.This language implies a complete group of books, but one less old and well-established than the books it contains. The three sections are also referred to, in the 1st century ad, by Philo (De Vita Contemplativa 25) and by Christ (Lk. 24:44), both of whom give the third section its earliest name of ‘the Psalms’ (or, as at Qumran, ‘David’).

V. The closing of the second and third sections
The date when the Prophets and Hagiographa were organized in their separate sections was probably about 165 bc. 2 Maccabees speaks of the second great crisis in the history of the Canon: ‘And in the same way Judas (Maccabaeus) collected all the books that had been lost on account of the war which had come upon us, and they are still in our possession’ (2 Macc. 2:14). The ‘war’ in question is the Maccabaean war of liberation from the Syrian persecutor Antiochus Epiphanes. Antiochus hated the Scriptures (1 Macc. 1:56f), and it is probable that Judas would have needed to gather copies of them together when the persecution was over. Judas knew that the prophetic gift had ceased a long time before (1 Macc. 9:27), so he probably arranged and listed the now complete collection in the way which became traditional. Since the books were as yet in separate scrolls, which had to be ‘collected’, what he would have produced would not have been a volume but a collection, and a list of the books in the collection, divided into three.

In drawing up his list, Judas probably established not only the firm division into Prophets and Hagiographa, but also the traditional order and number of the books within them. A list of books has to have an order and number, and the traditional order, recorded as a baraita from an older source in the Babylonian Talmud (Baba Bathra 14b-15a), is the one given earlier in this article, making Chronicles the last of the Hagiographa. This position for Chronicles can be traced back to the 1st century ad, since it is reflected in a saying of Christ’s in Mt. 23:35 and Lk. 11:51, where the phrase ‘from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah’ probably means all the martyred prophets from one end of the Canon to the other, from Gn. 4:3–15 to 2 Ch. 24:19–22. The traditional number of the canonical books is 24 (the 5 books of the Law, together with 8 books of the Prophets and the 11 books of the Hagiographa listed above), or 22 (Ruth being in that case appended to Judges, and Lamentations to Jeremiah. The number 24 is first recorded in 2 Esdras 14:44–48, about ad 100, but may also be alluded to in Rev. 4:4, 10, etc., for the baraita in Baba Bathra seems to imply that the authors of the OT books, as well as the books themselves, were 24, like the elders of Revelation. The number 22 is first recorded in Josephus (Contra Apion 1.8), just before ad 100, but also, probably, in the fragments of the Gk. translation of the book of Jubilees (1st century bc?). If the number 22 goes back to the 1st century bc, so does the number 24, for the former is an adaptation of the latter to the number of letters in the Heb. alphabet. And since the number 24, which combines some of the smaller books into single units but not others, seems to have been influenced in this by the traditional order, the order too must be equally old. There is no doubt about the identity of the 24 or 22 books—they are the books of the Heb. Bible. Josephus says that they have all been accepted as canonical from time immemorial. Individual attestation can be provided for the canonicity of nearly all of them from writings of the 1st century ad or earlier. This is true even of 4 out of the 5 disputed by certain of the rabbis: only the Song of Songs, perhaps because of its shortness, remains without individual attestation.

So, by the beginning of the Christian era the identity of all the canonical books was well known and generally accepted. How, then, has it come to be thought that the third section of the Canon was not closed until the synod of Jamnia, some decades after the birth of the Christian church? The main reasons are that the rabbinical literature records disputes about 5 of the books, some of which were settled at the Jamnia discussion; that many of the lxx mss mix apocryphal books among the canonical, thus prompting the theory of a wider Alexandrian Canon; and that the Qumran discoveries show the apocalyptic pseudepigrapha to have been cherished, and perhaps reckoned canonical, by the Essenes. But the rabbinical literature records similar academic objections to many other canonical books, so it must have been a question of removing books from the list (had this been possible), not adding them. Moreover, one of the 5 disputed books (Ezekiel) belongs to the second section of the Canon, which admittedly closed long before the Christian era. As to the Alexandrian Canon, Philo of Alexandria’s writings show it to have been the same as the Palestinian. He refers to the 3 familiar sections, and he ascribes inspiration to many books in all 3, but never to any of the Apocrypha. In the lxx mss, the Prophets and Hagiographa have been rearranged by Christian hands in a non-Jewish manner, and the intermingling of Apocrypha there is a Christian phenomenon, not a Jewish. At Qumran the pseudonymous apocalypses were probably viewed as an Essene appendix to the standard Jewish Canon. Philo mentions such an appendix in his account of the Therapeutae (De Vita Contemplativa 25), in MMT and so do 2 Esdras 14:44–48. It was also discovered at Qumran that the Essenes, though at rivalry with mainstream Judaism since the 2nd century bc, reckoned as canonical some at least of the Hagiographa, and had presumably done so since before the rivalry began.

VI. From Jewish Canon to Christian
The lxx mss are paralleled by the writings of the early Christian Fathers, who (at any rate outside Palestine and Syria) normally used the lxx or the derived Old Latin version. In their writings, there is both a wide and a narrow Canon. The former comprises those books from before the time of Christ which were generally read and esteemed in the church (including the Apocrypha), but the latter is confined to the books of the Jewish Bible, which scholars like Melito, Origen, Epiphanius and Jerome distinguish from the rest as alone inspired. The Apocrypha were known in the church from the start, but the further back one goes, the more rarely are they treated as inspired. In the NT itself, one finds Christ acknowledging the Jewish Scriptures, by various of their current titles, and accepting the three sections of the Jewish Canon and the traditional order of its books; one finds Revelation perhaps alluding to their number; and throughout the NT one finds most of the books being referred to individually as having divine authority; but none of the Apocrypha. The only apparent exception is the reference to Enoch in Jude 14f, which may be just an argumentum ad hominem to converts from the apocalyptic school of thought.

What evidently happened was this. Christ passed on to his followers, as Holy Scripture, the Bible which he had received, containing the same books as the Heb. Bible today. The first Christians shared with their Jewish contemporaries a full knowledge of the canonical books. However, the Bible was not yet between two covers: it was a memorized list of scrolls. The breach with Jewish oral tradition (in some matters very necessary), the alienation between Jew and Christian, and the general ignorance of Semitic languages in the church outside Palestine and Syria, led to increasing doubt on the OT Canon among Christians, which was accentuated by the drawing up of new lists of the biblical books, arranged on other principles, and the introduction of new lectionaries. Such doubt about the Canon could only be resolved, and can only be resolved today, in the way it was resolved by Jerome and at the Reformation—by returning to the teaching of the NT, and the Jewish background against which it is to be understood.


 

CANON OF THE NEW TESTAMENT.

I. The earliest period
Biblical theology demands as its presupposition a fixed extent of biblical literature: this extent is traditionally fixed, since the era of the great theological controversies, in the Canon of the NT. ‘Canon’ is here the latinization of the Gk. kanōn, ‘a reed’, which, from the various uses of that plant for measuring and ruling, comes to mean a ruler, the line ruled, the column bounded by the line, and hence, the list written in the column. Canon is the list of books which the church uses in public worship. kanōn also means rule or standard: hence a secondary meaning of Canon is the list of books which the church acknowledges as inspired Scripture, normative for faith and practice. Our understanding of inspiration requires, then, not only that we fix the text of Scripture and analyze the internal history of scriptural books, but also that we trace as accurately as possible the growth of the concept of a canon and of the Canon itself.

In this investigation, especially of the earliest period, three matters must be distinguished clearly: the knowledge of a book evinced by a particular Father or source; the attitude towards such a book as an inspired Scripture on the part of the Father or source (which may be shown by introductory formulae such as ‘It is written’ or ‘As the scripture says’); and the existence of the concept of a list or canon in which the quoted work figures (which will be shown, not only by actual lists but also by reference to ‘the books’ or ‘the apostles’, where a literary corpus is intended). This distinction has not always been made, with resultant confusion. Quotations, even in the earliest period, may be discovered; but whether quotation implies status as inspired Scripture is a further question for which precise criteria are frequently lacking. This being so, it is not surprising that a decision about the existence of any canonical list or concept of a canon often fails to find any direct evidence at all, and depends entirely upon inference.

The earliest point at which we can take up the investigation is in the data provided by the NT itself. The apostolic church was not without Scripture—it looked for its doctrine to the OT, usually in a Gk. dress, though some writers appear to have used the Heb. text. Apocrypha such as 1 Enoch were also used in some circles. Whether the term ‘canonical’ should be applied here is debatable, as the Jewish Canon was not yet fixed, at least de jure, and when it was it was moulded by anti-Christian controversy, in addition to other factors. In worship, the church already used some of its own peculiar traditions: in the Lord’s Supper the Lord’s death was ‘proclaimed’ (1 Cor. 11:26) probably in word (sc. the earliest Passion narrative) as well as in the symbols of the ordinance. The account of the Lord’s Supper itself is regarded as derived ‘from the Lord’, a closely guarded tradition: we find this terminology too in places where ethical conduct is based on dominical utterance (cf. 1 Cor. 7:10, 12, 25; Acts 20:35).This is in the main oral material, a phrase which, as form criticism has shown, is by no means intended to suggest imprecision of outline or content. Written repositories of Christian tradition are at best hypothetical in the earliest apostolic age; for although it has been proposed to find in the phrase ‘according to the scriptures’ (1 Cor. 15:3–4) a reference to documents at this early date, this has met with but little favour. In this material, then, whether oral or written, we find at the earliest stage a church consciously preserving its traditions of the passion, resurrection, life (cf. Acts 10:36–40) and teaching of Jesus. Quite evidently, however, whatever was known and preserved by anyone did not exclude in his view the validity and value of traditions elsewhere preserved. The preservation is to a large extent unselfconscious in this ‘prehistoric’ stage of the development of Christian Scripture. It continues in the making of the Gospels, where two main streams are developed in independence of each other. It would appear that little escaped inclusion in these.

The epistolary material in the NT also possesses from the beginning a certain claim, if not to inspiration, at least to be an authoritative and adequate teaching on points of doctrine and conduct; yet it is as clear that no letter is written for other than specific recipients in a specific historical situation. The collection of a corpus of letters evidently post-dates the death of Paul: the Pauline corpus is textually homogeneous and there is more weighty evidence for the suggestion, most thoroughly developed by E. J. Goodspeed, that its collection was a single act at a specific date (probably about ad 80–85), than for the earlier view of Harnack that the corpus grew slowly. The corpus from the start would enjoy high status as a body of authoritative Christian literature. Its impact upon the church in the late 1st and early 2nd centuries is plain from the doctrine, language and literary form of the literature of the period. There is no corresponding evidence for any such corpora of non-Pauline writings at so early a date; nor does the Acts seem to have been produced primarily as a teaching document. The Revelation of John, on the contrary, makes the clearest claim to direct inspiration of any NT document, and is the sole example in this literature of the utterances and visions of the prophets of the NT church. Thus we have, in the NT itself, several clear instances of Christian material, even at the oral stage, viewed as authoritative and in some sense sacred: yet in no case does any writing explicitly claim that it alone preserves tradition. There is no sense, at this stage, of a Canon of Scripture, a closed list to which addition may not be made. This would appear to be due to two factors: the existence of an oral tradition and the presence of apostles, apostolic disciples, and prophets, who were the foci and the interpreters of the dominical traditions.

II. The Apostolic Fathers
The same factors are present in the age of the so-called Apostolic Fathers and are reflected in the data provided by them for Canon studies. As regards the Gospels, Clement (First Epistle, c. ad 90) quotes material akin to the Synoptics yet in a form not strictly identical with any particular Gospel; nor does he introduce the words with any formula of scriptural citation. John is unknown to him. Ignatius of Antioch (martyred c. ad 115) speaks frequently of ‘the gospel’: yet in all cases his words are patient of the interpretation that it is the message, not a document, of which he speaks. The frequent affinities with Matthew may indicate that this source was utilized, but other elucidations are possible. Whether John was known to him remains a matter of debate, in which the strongest case appears to be that it was not. Papias, fragmentarily preserved in Eusebius and elsewhere, gives us information on the Gospels, the precise import of which remains uncertain or controversial: he specifically asseverates his preference for the ‘living and abiding voice’, contrasted with the teaching of books. Polycarp of Smyrna’s letter to the Philippians shows clear knowledge of Matthew and Luke. He is then the earliest unambiguous evidence for their use, but if, as is most likely, his letter is in fact the combination of two written at different times (viz. chs. 13–14 c. ad 115; the rest c. ad 135), this will not be so early as once was thought. The so-called 2 Clement and the Epistle of Barnabas both date about ad 130. Both use much oral material, but attest the use of the Synoptics too; and each introduces one phrase from the Gospels with a formula of scriptural citation.

There is considerable and wide knowledge of the Pauline Corpus in the Apostolic Fathers: their language is strongly influenced by the apostle’s words. Yet, highly valued as his letters evidently were, there is little introduction of quotations as scriptural. A number of passages suggest that a distinction was made in all Christian circles between the OT and writings of Christian provenance. The Philadelphians judged the ‘gospel’ by the ‘archives’ (Ignatius, Philad. 8. 2): 2 Clement speaks of ‘the books (biblia) and the apostles’ (14. 2), a contrast which is probably equivalent to ‘Old and New Testaments’. Even where the gospel was highly prized (e.g. Ignatius or Papias), it is apparently in an oral rather than a written form. Barnabas is chiefly concerned to expound the OT; the Didache, didactic and ethical material common to Jew and Christian. Along with material from the canonical Gospels or parallel to them, most of the Apostolic Fathers utilize what we anachronistically term ‘apocryphal’ or ‘extra-canonical’ material: it was evidently not so to them. We are still in a period when the NT writings are not clearly demarcated from other edifying material. This situation in fact continues yet further into the 2nd century, and may be seen in Justin Martyr and Tatian. Justin records that the ‘memoirs of the apostles’ called Gospels were read at Christian worship: his quotations and allusions, however, afford evidence that the extent of these was not identical with the four, but contained ‘apocryphal’ material. This same material was used by Tatian in his harmony of the Gospels known as the Diatessaron, or, as in one source, perhaps more accurately, as Diapente.
III. Influence of Marcion
It was towards the close of the 2nd century that awareness of the concept of a canon and scriptural status begins to reveal itself in the thought and activity of Christians. The challenge of heretical teachers was largely instrumental in stimulating this. One such was Marcion of Sinope who broke with the church in Rome in about ad 150, but was probably active in Asia Minor for some years previously. Believing himself the interpreter of Paul, he preached a doctrine of two Gods: the OT was the work of the Just God, the Creator, harsh judge of men: Jesus was the emissary of the Good (or Kind) God, higher than the Just, sent to free men from that God’s bondage: crucified through malice of the Just God, he passed on his gospel, first to the Twelve, who failed to keep it from corruption, and then to Paul, the sole preacher of it. Since Marcion rejected the OT, according to this scheme, he felt the need of a distinctively Christian Scripture, and created a definite Canon of Scripture: one Gospel, which stood in some relation or other to our present Luke, and the ten Epistles of Paul (omitting Hebrews and the Pastorals), which constituted the Apostolos.
Certain features of the growth of the Catholic Canon, which supervenes upon the age of Justin and Tatian, appear due to the challenge which the Marcionite scriptures presented to the church, especially the dominant place occupied by Paul, in spite of his relative neglect in the mid-2nd century. Former generations, guided by the theories of Harnack, have seen this factor present also in two documentary sources, namely a series of prologues to the Pauline Epistles in some Latin manuscripts, which de Bruyne considered to show signs of Marcion’s tendentious teaching, thus termed ‘Marcionite prologues’, and certain prologues to the Gospels of Mark, Luke and John (extant chiefly in Latin), which have been termed ‘anti-Marcionite’, on the assumption that they were prefaced to the components of the fourfold Gospel at the time of its creation as a unity. Lately, however, these hypotheses, which have often been received as facts, have been trenchantly criticized and no longer appear certainly acceptable.

The other main heretical teaching against which the emergent concept of the Canon was used was that of the various Gnostics. From the Nag-Hammadi (*Chenoboskion) discoveries we can now know these better than did previous generations. It seems clear that the majority of the books which later constituted the NT were known in Gnostic circles. For instance, some moving passages in the so-called Gospel of Truth draw upon Revelation, Hebrews, Acts and the Gospels. Again, the Gospel of Thomas contains much material akin to the Synoptics, either derived from these or from a parallel oral tradition. But what is significant is that the latter mingles these sayings common to the Synoptic tradition with others of which canonical Scripture bears no trace; while the title of the former shows how the doctrine of a Gnostic teacher is presented as on a par with other Gospel documents.The emergence is a crystallization of the awareness that there was a clear distinction between teaching transmitted in documents of known antiquity as of apostolic origin, and recent teaching which could not be thus validated even if it claimed esoteric tradition or revelation as its source.

IV. Irenaeus to Eusebius
In the second half of the 2nd century, as has been intimated, clear evidence of the concept of a canon appears, although not all the books now included in the Canon are decided upon in any one church. Irenaeus of Lyons, in his work Against the Heresies, gives plain evidence that by his time the fourfold Gospel was axiomatic, comparable with the four corners of the earth and the four winds of heaven. Acts is quoted by him, sometimes explicitly, as Scripture. The Pauline Epistles, the Revelation and some Catholic Epistles are regarded, although not often explicitly as Scripture, yet (especially in the two former cases) sufficiently highly to indicate that here is a primary source of doctrine and authority to which reference must be made in the context of controversy. Against the so-called esoteric knowledge of his opponents, Irenaeus stresses the traditions of the church as apostolically derived. In these traditions, the Scriptures of the NT have their place. We know, however, that he definitely rejected Hebrews as non-Pauline.

Hippolytus of Rome, contemporary of Irenaeus, is known to us through writings only partially extant. He cites most NT books, speaking explicitly of two testaments and of a fourfold Gospel. Many critics are willing to ascribe to him the fragmentary list of canonical Scriptures preserved in Latin in a ms at Milan, known as the Muratorian Canon (after its first editor Ludovico Muratori). This ascription should not be taken as proved, however: the Latin is not necessarily a translation. A reference to the recent origin of the Shepherd of Hermas places it within the approximate dates ad 170–210. The extant part of the document gives a list of NT writings with some account of their origin and scope. Here again we meet a fourfold Gospel, acknowledgment of the Pauline Epistles, knowledge of some Catholic Epistles, the Acts of the Apostles and the Revelation of John;also included as canonical are the Apocalypse of Peter (there is no reference to any Petrine Epistle) and, rather surprisingly, the Wisdom of Solomon. The Shepherd is mentioned, but is not regarded as fit for use in public worship. The date of this document makes it highly significant, not only as witness to the existence at that time of a wide-embracing concept of the Canon but also of the marginal uncertainties, the omissions and the inclusion of writings later rejected as apocryphal.

The state of affairs shown in these sources was widespread and continued into the 3rd century. Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria and Origen all make wide use of the NT Scriptures, either in controversy, in doctrinal discussion or in actual commentary upon the component books. The majority of books in the present Canon are known to them and given canonical status; but uncertainty remains in the case of Hebrews, some of the Catholic Epistles and the Revelation of John. Uncanonical Gospels are cited, agrapha quoted as authentic words of the Lord, and some works of the Apostolic Fathers such as the Epistle of Barnabas, the Shepherd and the First Epistle of Clement are cited as canonical or scriptural. We find great codices even of the 4th and 5th centuries which contain some of these latter: the Codex Sinaiticus includes Barnabas and Hermas; the Codex Alexandrinus includes the First and Second Epistles of Clement. Claromontanus contains a catalogue of canonical writings in which Hebrews is absent, and Barnabas, the Shepherd, the Acts of Paul and the Apocalypse of Peter are included. In brief, the idea of a definite canon is fully established, and its main outline firmly fixed: the issue now is which books out of a certain number of marginal cases belong to it. The position in the church in the 3rd century is well summarized by Eusebius (EH 3. 25). He distinguishes between acknowledged books (homologoumena), disputed books (antilegomena) and spurious books (notha). In the first class are placed the four Gospels, the Acts, the Epistles of Paul, 1 Peter, 1 John and (according to some) the Revelation of John; in the second class he places (as ‘disputed, nevertheless known to most’) James, Jude, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John; in the third class the Acts of Paul, the Shepherd, the Apocalypse of Peter, the Epistle of Barnabas, the Didache, the Gospel according to the Hebrews and (according to others) the Revelation of John.These latter, Eusebius suggests, might well be in the second class were it not for the necessity of guarding against deliberate forgeries of Gospels and Acts under the name of apostles, made in a strictly heretical interest. As examples of these he names the Gospels of Thomas, Peter and Matthias, and the Acts of Andrew and John. These ‘ought to be reckoned not even among the spurious books but shunned as altogether wicked and impious’.

V. Fixation of the Canon
The 4th century saw the fixation of the Canon within the limits to which we are accustomed, both in the W and E sectors of Christendom. In the E the definitive point is the Thirty-ninth Paschal Letter of Athanasius in ad 367. Here we find for the first time a NT of exact bounds as known to us. A clear line is drawn between works in the Canon which are described as the sole sources of religious instruction, and others which it is permitted to read, namely, the Didache and the Shepherd. Heretical apocrypha are said to be intentional forgeries for the purposes of deceit. In the W the Canon was fixed by conciliar decision at Carthage in 397, when a like list to that of Athanasius was agreed upon. About the same period a number of Latin authors showed interest in the bounds of the NT Canon: Priscillian in Spain, Rufinus of Aquileia in Gaul, Augustine in N Africa (whose views contributed to the decisions at Carthage), Innocent I, bishop of Rome, and the author of the pseudo-Gelasian Decree. All hold the same views.

VI. The Syriac Canon
The development of the Canon in the Syriac-speaking churches was strikingly different. It is probable that the first Scripture known in these circles was, in addition to the OT, the apocryphal Gospel according to the Hebrews which left its mark upon the Diatessaron when that took its place as the Gospel of Syriac Christianity. It is likely that Tatian introduced also the Pauline Epistles and perhaps even the Acts: these three are named as the Scriptures of the primitive Syriac church by the Doctrine of Addai, a 5th-century document which in its account of the beginnings of Christianity in Edessa mingles legend with trustworthy tradition. The next stage in the closer alignment of the Syriac Canon with the Greek was the production of the ‘separated gospels’ (7) to take the place of the Diatessaron. This was by no means easily accomplished.The Peshitta (textually a partially corrected form of the 7) was produced at some time in the 4th century; it contains, in addition to the fourfold Gospel, the Paulines and the Acts, the Epistles of James, 1 Peter and 1 John, i.e. the equivalent of the basic Canon accepted in the Greek churches about a century before. Two versions of the remaining books of the eventually accepted Canon were produced among the Syriac Monophysites: that of Philoxenos is probably extant in the so-called ‘Pococke Epistles’ and ‘Crawford Apocalypse’, while the later version of Thomas of Harkel also contains 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, and Jude, and the version of Revelation published by de Dieu is almost certainly from this translation. Both show in their slavish imitation of Greek text and language, as well as in the mere fact of their production, the ever-increasing assimilation of Syriac Christianity to a Greek mode.

VII. Recapitulation
We may recapitulate by tracing the canonical fortunes of the individual books of the NT. The four Gospels circulated in relative independence until the formation of the fourfold Canon. Mark was apparently eclipsed by its two ‘expansions’, but not submerged. Luke, in spite of Marcion’s patronage, does not seem to have encountered opposition. Matthew very early achieved that predominant place which it occupied till the modern era of scholarship. John was in rather different case, since in the late 2nd century there was considerable opposition to it, of which the so-called Alogoi and the Roman presbyter Gaius may serve as examples; this was no doubt due to some of the obscurities which still surround some aspects of its background, origin and earliest circulation. Once accepted, its prestige continued to grow, and it proved of the highest value in the great doctrinal controversies and definitions. The Acts of the Apostles did not lend itself to liturgical or controversial use; it makes little appearance until after the time of Irenaeus; from then on it is firmly fixed as part of the Scriptures. The Pauline Corpus was securely established as Scripture from the earliest times. Marcion apparently rejected the Pastorals; otherwise we have no record of doubts concerning them, and already Polycarp holds them as authoritative. Hebrews, on the other hand, remained in dispute for several centuries. In the E, Pantaenus and Clement of Alexandria are known to have discussed the critical problems of its authorship; Origen solved the question by assuming that Pauline thought was here expressed by an anonymous author; Eusebius and some others report the doubts of the W, but after Origen the letter was accepted in the E. It is note-worthy that the letter takes pride of place after Romans in the 3rd-century Chester Beatty papyrus (p 46). In the W doubts persisted from the earliest days: Irenaeus did not accept it as Pauline, Tertullian and other African sources pay it little regard, ‘Ambrosiaster’ wrote no commentary upon it, and in this was followed by Pelagius. The councils of Hippo and Carthage separate Hebrews from the rest of the Pauline Epistles in their canonical enumerations, and Jerome reported that in his day the opinion in Rome was still against authenticity. The matter was not considered settled until a century or so later. The corpus of the Catholic Epistles is evidently a late creation, post-dating the establishment of the essential structure of the Canon at the end of the 2nd century. Its exact constitution varies from church to church, and Father to Father. The First Epistle of John has a certain place from the time of Irenaeus: the Second and Third are but little quoted, and sometimes (as in the Muratorian Canon) we are uncertain whether both are being referred to. This may, of course, be due to their slenderness or apparent lack of theological import. The First Epistle of Peter, too, has a place only less secure (note, however, the ambiguities of the Muratorian Canon);the Second is still among the ‘disputed books’ in Eusebius’ day. The status of James and Jude fluctuates according to church, age and individual judgment. (We may note here how Jude and 2 Peter are grouped with a veritable potpourri of religious literature as one volume in a papyrus in the Bodmer collection.) For inclusion in this corpus there appear to have competed with all these such works as the Shepherd. Barnabas, the Didache, the Clementine ‘correspondence’, all of which seem to have been sporadically recognized and utilized as scriptural. The Revelation of John was twice opposed: once in the 2nd century because of its apparent support of the claims of Montanus to prophetic inspiration, once in the late 3rd century on critical grounds, by comparison with the Gospel of John, in the controversy of the Dionysii of Rome and Alexandria. Both kinds of doubt contributed to the continued mistrust with which it was viewed by the Gk. churches, and its very late acceptance in the Syriac and Armenian churches. In the W, on the contrary, it was very early accorded a high place; it was translated into Latin on at least three different occasions, and numerous commentaries were dedicated to it from the time of Victorinus of Pettau (martyred 304) onwards.

VIII. The present position
So the canon of the NT grew and became fixed in that form in which we now know it. In the 16th century both Roman and Protestant Christianity, after debate, reaffirmed their adherence to the traditions, and the Roman church has yet more recently emphasized its continued adherence. Conservative Protestantism, too, continues to use the Canon received by tradition, and even the representatives of liberal theology generally abide by it. Doubtless, in the face of modern biblical research and the new acknowledgment of non-apostolic authorship which some scholars, at least, feel obliged to make concerning some of the NT documents, we need to understand afresh the factors and motives which underlie the historical processes here outlined. The inclusion or documents in the Canon is the Christian church’s recognition of the authority of these documents. There is no Canon in the earliest times because of the presence of apostles or their disciples, and because of the living oral traditions. In the mid-2nd century, the apostles are dead, but their memoirs and other monuments attest their message: at the same time heresy has arisen, and by its appeal either to theological theory or to new inspiration has necessitated a fresh appeal to orthodoxy’s authority, and a closer definition of authoritative books.Thus the fourfold Gospel and the Pauline Corpus, already widely used, are declared to be scriptural, together with some other works with claims to apostolic authorship. Both doctrinal and scholarly discussion and development continue the process of recognition until, in the great era of the intellectual and ecclesiastical crystallization of Christianity, the Canon is completed. Three criteria were utilized, whether in the 2nd or the 4th century, to establish that the written documents are the true record of the voice and message of apostolic witness. First, attribution to apostles: this does not meet all cases; such Gospels as Mark and Luke were accepted as the works of close associates of the apostles. Secondly, ecclesiastical usage: that is, recognition by a leading church or by a majority of churches. By this were rejected many apocrypha, some perhaps innocuous and even containing authentic traditions of the words of Jesus, many more mere fabrications, but none known to be acknowledged by the majority of churches.Thirdly, congruence with the standards of sound doctrine: on this ground the Fourth Gospel is at first in doubt and at length accepted; or, to give a contrary case, the Gospel of Peter is banned by Serapion of Antioch because of its Docetic tendencies in spite of its claim to apostolic title. Thus the history of the canonical development of the NT Scripture shows it to be a collection attributed to apostles or their disciples which in the view of the church in the first four Christian centuries was justly thus attributed because it adequately declared and defined apostolic doctrine, and so its components had been or were considered to be fit for public reading at divine worship.When this is understood, with the gradual growth and variegated nature or the Canon, we can see why there were, and still are, problems and doubts about particular works there included. But taking these three criteria as adequate, orthodox Protestant Christianity today finds no reasons to reject the decisions of earlier generations and accepts the NT as a full and authoritative record of divine revelation as declared from of old by men chosen, dedicated and inspired.

Bibliography. Th. Zahn, Geschichte des neutestamentlichen Kanons, 1888 92; M.-J. Langrange, Histoire ancienne du Canon du Nouveau Testament, 1933; A. Souter, The Text and Canon of the New Testament2, 1954; J. Knox, Marcion and the New Testament, 1942; E. C. Blackman, Marcion and His Influence, 1948; The New Testament in the Apostolic Fathers, 1905; J.N.Sanders, The Fourth Gospel in the Early Church, 1943; J. Hoh, Die Lehre des heiligen Irenaeus ueber das Neue Testament, 1919; W. Bauer, Der Apostolos der Syrer, 1903; idem3, 1934 (2rev., 1964; E.T. 1971); R. P. C. Hanson, Tradition in the Early Church, 1962; J. Regul, Die antimarcionitischen Evangelienprologe, 1969; R. M. Grant, ‘The New Testament Canon’ (Cambridge History of the Bible, Vol. 1, 1970, ch. 10, pp. 284–308 and 593f.); H. von Campenhausen, The Formation of the Christian Bible, 1972.      j.n.b.
Some of the main stages in the acceptance of the Canon of the New Testament. The present Canon (right) was accepted in the West in AD 397.
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