
      Session 6: The Canon and Formation of the New Testament  
 

A. Groundwork  

i. 20 of the 27 books were accepted easily by the church.  

            ii. These books were the four Gospels, Acts, the Pauline Epistles, I Peter and I John.  

            iii. Books that had a more difficult time are Hebrews, James, Jude, II Peter, II & III 
John, and  Revelation  

            iv. In other words, 75 percent of the canon was never in dispute, and even skeptical 
scholars today acknowledge this.  

             v. In regards to what books to include, the church was extremely careful and 
methodical, unlike the Da Vinci Code conspiracy types who think it was a government or 
church plot (Constantine).  

 

B. 4 Tests of Canonicity  

              i. Inspiration. In order for a book to be included, it had to be inspired. However, 
the early church did not consider inspiration to be unique to the Bible, but rather part of 
the life of the church. However, something that was not inspired could NEVER be scripture.  

              ii. Orthodoxy. For a book to be accepted, it had to conform with orthodox doctrine, 
and with already existing scriptures (The O.T., and the Gospels). “By a fruitful synergy, 
scripture helped to mold the tradition of faith, and the tradition of faith helped to shape 
the canon of scripture.”  

               iii. Apostolic Authority. Probably the most important test for a book to be 
included. Most of the books that had more difficulty being accepted were due to this test. 
A work had to be authored by an apostle or a direct follower of an apostle. Common sense 
here, as those most qualified to write would be family (James and Jude, de facto apostles), 
immediate followers (apostles), and the apostles’ associates/followers (Mark and Luke).  

               iv. Catholicity. A book had to be used by the universal church in order for it to 
qualify! The same books were being used from Turkey to Rome, to Britain, to Spain, which 
contradicts the idea that some conspiracy took place to put certain books in. A better 
statement is that the church councils recognized or made official what was already 
acknowledged and practiced.  

 

C. Arguments Against the Canon  

                 i. “Diversity Arguments.” Skeptics that argue this way state that because some 
churches or fathers in certain places disputed a book here and there, this means the whole 
canonization process is wrong. This argument only works if the skeptic can demonstrate 
that it should be taken seriously. Saying “Why wasn’t/was this in the canon?” is not a 
sufficient form of argument.  



            ii. “Motivational Arguments. This is probably the most common argument made 
today. It argues that some sort of bias or power play was involved in forming the canon, 
and that someone somewhere had an agenda. This is usually church councils or a leader 
such as Constantine.  
 
D. What Really Happened.  

i. As early as Paul, the sayings/deeds of Jesus were considered authoritative on the 
level of the O.T. The Epistle of Clement (70-90), contains quotations from Matthew, Mark, 
and Luke.  

      ii. The Four Gospels plus Acts formed a sort of “mini-canon” in which no new 
gospels could be added. This was done by the end of the 1st century. Paul’s Epistles were 
also circulating as a collection around this time as well, and were considered scripture (2 
Peter 3:15-16).  

iii. The Apostolic Fathers (the direct disciples of the Apostles, 50-120) quote or 
allude to 20 of the 27 books, and the books they do not quote are so short this probably 
doesn’t mean much. NONE of the books outside of our present 27 are quoted as 
authoritative.  

 iv. Persecution and Clarification. When undergoing persecution, collections of the 
N.T. became precious and collecting and codifying them became even more necessary. 
These collections could then be hidden or stored in safe places, as opposed to a book here 
and a book there, although this was the case at times as well. Heretics such as Marcion, 
Valentinus, and Basilides tried to create their own canon, which actually sped up and 
helped the canonization process.  

v. By around 156, the first harmony of the Gospels appears, Tatian’s Dissertarion. 
And from this date onward we start to see lists of books considered canonical. The councils 
of Hippo (393) and Carthage (397) solidified the books we have today.  

 

E. Conclusion  

i. “The Canon cannot be remade, for the same reason that history cannot be 
remade.”-Bruce Metzger. The canon was fixed by the witness of history.  

 ii. The fact that many of the books (II Peter, James, Hebrews) are still around after 
being thoroughly vetted by the church speaks volumes, as they are still included almost 
2,000 years later!  

 iii. Christians today bear the life-changing power of this message, regardless of time 
and culture, including the 7 books that had a more difficult time, which adds to their 
veracity.  

  iv. As Christians we should be encouraged, as not only was the early church 
extremely careful, but our faith and scripture are based on the facts of history, not 
“cunningly devised fables.”  

 


