Doctrines & Differences

Class #18

but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence (1 Peter 3:15 NASB)

Fellowship Time

The Canon of Scripture – The New Testament

· Class Exercise

· The Origin of the New Testament Canon

· From the very beginning of the church, the words of Jesus and the Apostles were considered doctrinally authoritative and equal in stature to the Old Testament Scriptures

· The Holy Spirit provided the Apostles the means to speak with such authority (John 14:26; John 16:13-14).

· The Christ, the Apostles, and the Prophets are equally foundational to the church (Eph 2:19-20).

· The Apostles speak with Christ’s authority (1 Cor 14:37; 2 Cor 13:3; 2 Peter 3:2).

· The New Testament writers themselves refer to some New Testament writings as Scripture (1 Tim 5:17-18 [Deut 25:4; Luke 10:7]; 2 Peter 3:15-16)

· The Apostolic Fathers regularly quote the NT as Scripture

· Justin Martyr, writing prior to 150AD, records that the NT Scriptures were being read in Christian worship services alongside OT Scriptures

· Acceptance of the NT Canon by the Early Church

· Prior to 160AD, there appears to be no dispute among Christians about which NT books were regarded as Scripture

· Mark, Luke, and Jude were not Apostles, but were closely associated with them and no doubt received Apostolic endorsement as Scripture.

· Marcion’s Canon (160AD)

· Gnostic heretic who repudiated the entire OT and only accepted a butchered version of Luke/Acts and 10 “corrected” epistles of Paul

· Forced the Church to formally adopt a Canon

· Muratorian Fragment (circa 175AD)

· Contains 20 NT books (lacks James, Hebrews, 2 Peter, 2 John, 3 John, Jude, and Revelation)

· May not be complete listing

· James, John’s epistles, and Revelation were widely accepted throughout the church

· Hebrews was originally attributed to Paul and therefore accepted into the canon very early.   Later writers, such as Origen, questioned Pauline authorship, and some began to question it’s inclusion in the canon (not because of its content, but because it lacked solid Apostolic backing).

· 2 Peter and Jude were accepted by a large number of churches, but some regions questioned their inclusion in the canon – due to their apparent reliance on each other and Jude’s quotation of 1 Enoch.

· Jude is almost entirely contained in 2 Peter

· If 2 Peter quoted Jude, Peter probably wasn’t the author

· If Jude quoted 2 Peter, this problem goes away, but we must ask why Jude added so little to what Peter said.

· Like the so-called “Synoptic problem,” these issues can be resolved in a number of ways – most easily by Inspiration!

· Eusebius (325AD) lists our 27 NT books as Scripture – noting there has been no official decree by the church imposing a canon.

· Athanasius (367AD) lists our 27 NT books in his so-called “Easter Letter.”

· Since the 4th Century, there has not been any serious dispute about the NT canon.

· The Jesus Seminar and the “Gospel of Thomas”

· The worst-attested NT book is far better attested than “Thomas”

· The theology of “Thomas” is decidedly Gnostic

· “Thomas” is not quoted by the Early Church Fathers and was never listed in any canon of Scripture

· The ultimate criterion – Divine Authorship

· Apostolic authorship cannot be the sole criterion 

· Not all the authors were Apostles

· Not all the Apostles’ writings are included in the canon (Paul’s other letters [1 Cor 5:9; 2 Cor 2:4; Col 4:16])

· Inspiration cannot be the sole criterion

· How can we prove that Mark, Luke, or Jude were “inspired?”

· Use in worship services or quotation by the Early Fathers cannot be the sole criterion

· Non-canonical books were so used (Shepherd of Hermas, Epistle of Barnabas, the Didache).

· God’s Providence assures us that only Divinely Authored books are contained in our canon

· God’s Word is our life (Deut 32:47; Mat 4:4).

· The preservation and assembling of the canon should be regarded not merely as a part of church history, but as one of God’s central acts of redemption for his people.

· God worked in creation

· God worked in calling His people

· God worked in Christ

· God worked in the Apostles

· God worked in the preservation and assembly of our Scriptures

“The books which were to form the future canon forced themselves on the Church by their intrinsic apostolic authority, as they do still, because the Kyrios Christ speaks in them” (Oscar Cullman).

“The New Testament books became canonical because no one could stop them doing so” (William Barclay).

“In sum, the formation of the twenty-seven-book New Testament canon, after all is said and done, appears ultimately to have been the work, not of men, not even of the church, but of God’s Spirit alone” (Robert Reymond).

Just these twenty-seven books are what God has chosen to preserve, and he has not told us why (Richard Gaffen).

· Is the Canon Closed?

· God speaks to us through His Son (Heb 1:1-2)

· The significance of “last days”

· God’s revelation in the Son is superior to the OT revelation (Heb 1-2)

· If the ultimate criterion is Divine Authorship, who were the ones empowered by the Holy Spirit to record and interpret Jesus’ words?

· God warns us not to add to His Word (Rev 22:18-19).  Immediate reference is to the book of Revelation itself; however, its placement at the end of the Bible (where it MUST come) makes the application of this strong warning to the entire Bible.

· If we accept God’s providence and sovereignty in the preservation and assembly of our Bible, we must also accept that He would not leave out “plain and precious” doctrines for almost 2000 years.

· If someone wishes us to accept new Scriptures, by what criteria should we measure these “Scriptures” to determine if God is their author?

For Further Reading:

The C anon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance, Bruce Metzger

The Canon of Scripture, F.F. Bruce

The New Testament: Its Background and Message, Thomas Lea

