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Are the Scriptures Reliable? 
—Seven Reasons for Confidence— 

 

V. Canon and Controversy 

 

A. Definition of New Testament Canon 

(1) Essentially: “Reed,” “measuring reed,” = “standard” 

(2) Technically: The closed collection of 27 early Christian writings that constitute divinely inspired, 

authoritative Scripture for the beliefs and practices of the Church 

 

B. Authorities in Early Christianity 

(1) The Hebrew Bible (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:20-21; and e.g., Rom 9:33) 

 

(2) Oral traditions from Jesus (Mark 10.2f; 7.14-19, Matt 5:21-48; 1 Cor 9:14 [cf. Luke 10:7]; 1 Thes 

4:15; 1 Cor 7:10; 11:23) 

 

(3) Apostolic interpretations of Jesus’ life and teaching, of which the epistles record a part (from even 

opponents, 2 Cor 10:10; on Paul’s authority, 1 Cor 7:25, 40; 14:37; cf. 1 Thess 2:13; Rom 11:13; Gal 

1.11-16; 1:7-9; cf.  2 Thess 3.17; see also Heb 10:26-27; 13:18-19; 3 John 5-10; also, circulation of 

Paul’s letters began in his lifetime, Col 4:16; Gal 1:2 [note plural]; 1 Thess 5:27).  

 

(4) Writings of later generation Christians quote and allude to apostolic writings, yet lack a conscious 

apostolic authority (See 1 Clem 5; 42ff; 47ff; Ignatius Trall. 2:2; Magn. 6.1-7.2; 13:1).   

 

(5) “The Lord and the apostles” became the standard of appeal to which reference was made in all 

manner of faith and practice (Rev 1:3 mentions a public reader, see the same type of public reading 

in Justin Marty 1 Apol. 67, around 150AD).  

 

(6) In the second and third centuries translations were made of apostolic writings into Latin and into 

Syriac, and eventually also in the Coptic dialects of Egypt.  

 
“Thus, side by side with the old Jewish canon, and without in any way displacing it, there had sprung up a new, Christian 

canon. This history of its formation is the history, not of a series of sporadic events, but of a long, continuous process. It 

was a task, not only of collecting, but also of sifting and rejecting. Instead of being the result of a deliberate decree by an 

individual or a council near the beginning of the Christian era, the collection of New Testament books took place 

gradually over many years by the pressure of various kinds of circumstances and influences, some external and others 

internal to the life of congregations. Different factors operated at different times and in different places. Some of the 

influences were constant, others were periodic; some were local, others were operative wherever the Church had been 

planted” (Bruce Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament [1987/1999] 7).  

 

C. Influences to Define the Canon  

(1) Gnosticism (fully formed in mid-second century, but hints even in the NT: Col 2:8; Ti 1:16; 2 Tim 

3:7; 2 Pet; Jude) http://ehrmanproject.com/jesus-interrupted (“Gnosticism”) 

 

Beliefs: (a) philosophical dualism where visible world is counter to the supreme God; (b) a 

subordinate deity responsible for creation of physical world; and (c), in some cases, a radical 

distinction between Jesus and Christ, with the corollary that Jesus only seemed human (Examples of 

Gnostic writings: Apocalypse of Peter 81:3-82:3; Irenaeus’ comments on the Valentinians in Against 

Heresy 3.16.8 ; 3.17.4; Gospel of Thomas 13; 20; 114).  



 

Results for Church: (a) developed her own creed into a more clear system; (b) determined which 

writings were authoritative, since each Gnostic sect had their own special revelation; (c) sought a 

good view of the relationship to Judaism to Christianity and the value of the OT, which many 

Gnostics rejected.  

 

(2) Marcion (begun in AD144, big enough to threaten church at end of second century) 

   

Beliefs: (a) distinguished between the supreme God of goodness and the inferior God of justice, who 

was the creator and God of the Jews; (b) rejected the entire Old Testament; (c) only Paul rightly 

understood the gospel; and (d) accepted only Paul’s letters (minus the pastoral) and Luke’s Gospel, 

yet removed any reference to the OT.  

 

Result for Church: (a) Accelerated the process of fixing the Church’s canon by helping the church 

become conscious of its inheritance in the apostolic writings.  

  

(3) Montanism (begun in second half of second century) 

  

Beliefs: (a) Montanus is the “counselor” predicted in John 15:26 and an inspired prophet; (b) the 

New Jerusalem would soon appear in a small town named Pepuza; (c) this was the “radical 

charismatic” movement of the second century; (d) prophecies were collected like new scripture (for 

some examples of teachings, see Epiphanius Heresies 48.2, 4).  

 

Results for Church: (a) made them distrustful of apocalypse, even the book of Revelation; (b) helped 

the church recognize the final authority of the apostolic writings as the rule of faith. 

“By rejecting the extravagancies of Montanism, the Church took the first step toward the 

adoption of a closed canon of Scripture” (Metger, 106).  

  

(4) Persecution and Suppression of Scriptures 

Results for church: they had to decide which books were worth suffering for (e.g. The Acts of the 

Christian Martyrs, on Agape, Irene, and Chione).  

 

D. Criteria Used to Define the Canon 

 

(1) Orthodoxy  

Did it conform to the “rule of faith” (what the church believed)? 

Gal 1:8-9; Col 2:8ff; 1 Tim 6:3ff; 1 and 2 John; Muratorian Canon 67; Ignatius Against Heresies 

1.10.1-2 

 

(2)  Apostolicity  

Was it written by an apostle or a close associate of an apostle? 

Eusebius Church History 39; Irenaeus Against Heresies 3.1.1 

 

On the rejection of pseudepigraphy: Muratorian Canon 63-85; Eusebius Church History 6.12; 

Tertullian On Baptism 17; Cyril of Jerusalem Catechetical Lectures, 4.36; 2 Thess 2:2; 3:17; 

http://ehrmanproject.com/jesus-interrupted (video: “The Gospel Authors”) 

 

“That pseudonymous apocalypses were widespread is demonstrable; that pseudonymous letters were 

widespread is entirely unsupported by evidence; that any pseudonymity was knowingly accepted 

into the New Testament canon is denied by the evidence” (Carson and Moo, 736-37). 

 

 



(2) Catholicity 

Was it widespread, continuously accepted, and used by churches everywhere? 

Jerome Epistle 129, Augustine On Christian Learning 2.12 

 
 “These three criteria (orthodoxy, apostolicity, and consensus among the churches) for ascertaining which books 

should be regarded as authoritative for the Church came to be generally adopted during the course of the second century 

and were never modified thereafter. At the same time, however, we find much variation in the manner in which the 

criteria were applied. Certainly they were not appealed to in any mechanical fashion There were different opinions as to 

which criterion should be allowed chief weight. Sometimes the overriding consideration was the opinion of a much-

respected bishop, or the tradition of a leading church of the area. In other words, the determination of the canon rested 

upon a dialectical combination of historical and theological criteria. It is, therefore, not surprising that for several 

generations the precise status of a few books remained doubtful. What is really remarkable (as was suggested earlier) is 

that, though the fringes of the New Testament canon remained unsettled for centuries, a high degree of unanimity 

concerning the greater part of the New Testament was attained within the first two centuries among the very diverse and 

scattered congregations not only throughout the Mediterranean world but also over an are extending from Britain to 

Mesopotamia” (Metzger 254). 

 

E. Historical Development of the Canon (The basis for this outline is NT113 class notes by Darrell L. Bock.) 

 

(1) The Apostolic Age to A.D. 140: (4 Stages of collection) 

• Oral tradition circulates (AD 30 onward) 

• Documents written (AD 49-95) 

• Documents copied & circulated through churches, used in worship 

• Documents collected & preserved (by AD 140); Four-fold gospel & Pauline collection are well 

established in this period (Antioch of Syria and Rome- key locales) 

 (2) Toward a Fixed Canon AD 140-c 420 

• Valentinus (c AD 140)- wide use of NT books (cf. Irenaeus Against Heresies 3.16.8; 3.17.4) 

• “Abridged” Canon of Marcion (c AD 140)- Jewish elements out (Cut up Luke/Paul).  

o Note that Marcion only used our NT books, not Gnostic ones. This implies the heretical 

ones were not yet written or accepted (cf. Irenaeus Against Heresies 1.27.1-3) 

• “Expanded” Canon of Montanus (c AD 2nd Cent)- led to movement to get fixed canon 

• Irenaeus (c AD 130 - 202)- defends the “fourfold” gospel in AD 180, names 21 books; also 

Shepherd; cites standard of apostolicity (Against Heresies 3.11.8; 3.1.1) 

• Muratorian Canon (c AD 170-80)- Good example of situation in 2nd Century 

• Tertullian (c AD 160 - 220)- apostolicity; antiquity 

• Eusebius of Caesarea (c 260 - 340)- 3 categories (Ecclesiastical History 3.25): 

o Accepted (Homologoumena) 

o Disputed (Antilogoumena) 

o Heretical (Rejected)  

• Emperor Diocletian’s effort to destroy Scripture meant it had to be specified (AD 303) 

• Athanasius of Alexandria (c 295 - 373)- 1st to use “canon” [c 367]/1st to list the 27 books 



• Constantine’s conversion allows convening of church councils 

o Council of Hippo (A.D. 393)- 1st formal ratification of the 27 

o 3rd Council of Carthage (A.D. 397)- Confirms Hippo {Augustine, key figure} 

o 6th Council of Carthage (AD 419)- 27 confirmed again  

(3) Why the Canon is Closed 

• Scriptural implications: Jude 3-4 refer to “the faith (i.e., the body of apostolic doctrine) once for 

all delivered to the saints.” 

• Theological reason: God’s revelation of Himself to  the present age with respect to doctrine is 

complete in Jesus Christ (cf. Heb. 1:2) and the apostolic witness. 

• Historical reasons: There is no longer the apostolic office to validate writings. Only they and 

their circle had access to Jesus. 

• This has been the church’s position since the 4th century. 

 

 

Bottom Line: The Canon is a credible historical and theological construct and has served the church well. 

 

 
 “It is important to observe that, although there was no ecclesiastical machinery like the medieval papacy to enforce decisions, 

nevertheless the worldwide church almost universally came to accept the same twenty-seven books. It was not so much that the church 

selected the canon as that the canon selected itself. This point has frequently been made, and deserves repeating: 

 ‘The fact that substantially the whole church came to recognize the same twenty-seven books as canonical is remarkable 

when it is remembered that the result was not contrived. All that the several churches throughout the Empire could do was to witness 

to their own experience with the documents and share whatever knowledge they might have about their origin and character. When 

consideration is given to the diversity in cultural backgrounds and in orientation to the essentials of the Christian faith within the 

churches, their common agreement about which books belonged to the New Testament serves to suggest that this final decision did 

not originate solely at the human level’ (Barker/Lane/Michaels The New Testament Speaks 29, cited in Carson/Moo 735-36). 
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