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“Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.”

A. The Big Picture: Why Does Canon Matter?
 Snapshot of this four-part series

◦ Canon = _____________________________________________

◦ Outline:
▪ 1: Introduction – foundations for thinking about canon
▪ 2: OT Canon – recognition and transmission of the 39 OT books
▪ 3: NT Canon – recognition and transmission of the 27 NT books
▪ 4: Other Books? – why weren’t these other books (apocrypha, pseudepigrapha, 

apocryphal gospels, etc.) not received as canonical? 
 

 Why does this topic matter?
◦ The “achilles heel” of Christianity?

◦ Importance for doctrine, ethics, apologetics, historical Jesus, faith, and more

◦ The three core challenges to the Christian notion of canon
▪ Who decided we needed a canon, and who closed it?
▪ Who “picked” these books to be part of the canon, and why?
▪ Why were these other books not “picked”?

B. What is Scripture, and How Does That Relate to Canon?  
 Our God is a covenanting God

◦ Covenant = _____________________________________________

 The Bible as covenant documentation
◦ Prologue, parties, historical recitation, terms, conditions (obedience), promises / 

curses … and documentation provisions

◦ God's covenant was documented and stored / displayed for Israel to follow
▪ Exod 24:7-8 - Then he took the Book of the Covenant and read it to the people. They responded, 

“We will do everything the Lord has said; we will obey.” Moses then took the blood, sprinkled it 
on the people and said, “This is the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in 
accordance with all these words.”

▪ Exod 31:18 - When the Lord finished speaking to Moses on Mount Sinai, he gave him the two 
tablets of the covenant law, the tablets of stone inscribed by the finger of God.

▪ Exod 40:20 - He took the tablets of the covenant law and placed them in the ark.
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▪ Deut 27:1-8 - Moses and the elders of Israel commanded the people: “Keep all these commands 
that I give you today. 2 When you have crossed the Jordan into the land the Lord your God is 
giving you, set up some large stones and coat them with plaster. 3 Write on them all the words of 
this law when you have crossed over to enter the land the Lord your God is giving you ... 8 And 
you shall write very clearly all the words of this law on these stones you have set up.”
 

◦ We see this same concept of a written covenant in the NT
▪ Genealogies in Matthew and Luke 
▪ 2 Cor 3:14 - For to this day the same veil remains when the old covenant is read. 
▪ Luke 24:44 - [Jesus said] to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything 

must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.”
▪ Heb 8:6-13 -  But in fact the ministry Jesus has received is as superior to theirs as the covenant of 

which he is mediator is superior to the old one, since the new covenant is established on better 
promises. … This is the covenant I will establish with the people of Israel after that time, declares 
the Lord. I will put my laws in their minds and write them on their hearts.

→ No longer written on tablets of stone … but still adopting the same concept

 Implications of covenant documentation on canon
◦ Necessity of demarcating what is / is not authoritative covenant documentation

◦ In the OT: 
▪ Deut 4:1-2 - “And now, O Israel, listen to the statutes and the rules that I am teaching you, and do 

them, that you may live, and go in and take possession of the land that the LORD, the God of your 
fathers, is giving you. You shall not add to the word that I command you, nor take from it, that you 
may keep the commandments of the LORD your God that I command you.” 

▪ Deut 31:24-26 - When Moses had finished writing the words of this law in a book to the very end, 
Moses commanded the Levites who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD, “Take this Book 
of the Law and put it by the side of the ark of the covenant of the LORD your God, that it may be 
there for a witness against you.”

▪ Internal differentiation between authoritative and non-authoritative

◦ In the NT:
▪ Rev 22:18 - I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this scroll: If anyone adds 

anything to them, God will add to that person the plagues described in this scroll.

◦ Example from early church fathers
▪ Origen, Comm. Matt. 10.12 - And the kingdom of heaven is likened unto the variegated texture of 

a net, with reference to the Old and New Scriptures, which woven of thoughts of all kinds and 
greatly varied.  As in the cases of fishes that fall into the net, some are found in one part of the net 
and some in another part, and each at the part at which it was caught, so in the case of those who 
have come into the net of the Scriptures you would find some caught in the prophetic net; for 
example of Isaiah, according to this expression, or of Jeremiah, or of Daniel; and others in the net 
of the law, and others in the Gospel net, and some in the Apostolic net… And before our Savior 
Jesus Christ this net was not wholly filled; for the net of the law and the prophets had to be 
completed by Him who says, “Think not that I came to destroy, but to fulfill.” And the texture of 
the net has been completed in the Gospels and in the words of Christ through the Apostles.

◦ In other words, covenant documentation implies limitations on scope: God, being the 
covenant maker, determines the limits of the canon. He makes it, he closes it.
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C. Did the Biblical Writers Think They Were Contributing to “Canon”?
 Emphasis on the act of writing (not just oral tradition)

◦ In the OT: 
▪ Moses – Exod 24:4 (“And Moses wrote down all the words of the LORD”), Num 33:2 (“Moses 

wrote down their starting places”), Deut 31:9 (“Then Moses wrote this law and gave it to the 
priests”)

▪ Joshua – Josh 24:26 (“And Joshua wrote these words in the Book of the Law of God” – fulfilling 
Deut 4 from above, after crossing the Jordan)

▪ Isaiah – 2 Chr 26:22 (“Now the rest of the acts of Uzziah, from first to last, Isaiah the prophet the 
son of Amoz wrote.”)

▪ Jeremiah – Jer 36:4 (“Then Jeremiah called Baruch the son of Neriah, and Baruch wrote on a 
scroll at the dictation of Jeremiah all the words of the LORD that he had spoken to him.”) – 
rewritten after the burning in 36:27; cf. 45:1, 51:60

▪ Daniel – Dan 7:1 (“Daniel saw a dream and visions of his head as he lay in his bed. Then he wrote 
down the dream and told the sum of the matter.”)

◦ NT looking back at the OT:
▪ “As it is written”
▪ Jesus: “have you not read” vs. “you have heard it said”
▪ Citations, allusions, or echoes of the OT

◦ In the NT itself:
▪ 2 Pet 3:15-6 - “And count the patience of our Lord as salvation, just as our beloved brother Paul 

also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, as he does in all his letters when he speaks 
in them of these matters. There are some things in them that are hard to understand, which the 
ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures.”

▪ Luke 1:1-4 - “Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have 
been accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and 
ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having followed all 
things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, 
that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught.”

 Emphasis on authority (not just random writings)
◦ In the OT:

▪ “Prophetic consciousness” in the Torah, Psalms, and Prophets

▪ The OT citing itself – internal citations as authoritative: Josh 8:31; 1 Kgs 2:3; 
14:6; 23:21; 2 Chr 23:18; Neh 8:15; Dan 9:2

◦ In the NT: 
▪ Apostolic consciousness

 Luke 1:1-4 (above)
 John 20:30 - “Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not 

written in this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the 
Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”

 Acts 15:20-23 - Instead we should write to them, telling them to abstain from food polluted by 
idols, from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled animals and from blood. For the law 
of Moses has been preached in every city from the earliest times and is read in the synagogues 
on every Sabbath. … With them they sent the following letter … 
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 1 Cor 5:9 - “I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people”
 1 Cor 14:37 - “If anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that 

the things I am writing to you are a command of the Lord.”
 Col 4:16 - “And when this letter has been read among you, have it also read in the church of 

the Laodiceans; and see that you also read the letter from Laodicea.”
 1 Thess 2:13 - “And we also thank God constantly for this, that when you received the word 

of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men but as what it really 
is, the word of God, which is at work in you believers.” 

 1 Thess 5:27 - “I put you under oath before the Lord to have this letter read to all the 
brothers.”

 2 Thess 2:1-2 - “Now concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered 
together to him, we ask you, brothers,not to be quickly shaken in mind or alarmed, either by a 
spirit or a spoken word, or a letter seeming to be from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord 
has come.”

 2 Thess 2:15 - “So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the traditions that you were taught 
by us, either by our spoken word or by our letter.” 

 2 Thess 3:14 - “If anyone does not obey what we say in this letter, take note of that person, 
and have nothing to do with him, that he may be ashamed.”

 1 Tim 3:14-15 - “I am writing you these instructions so that, if I am delayed, you will know 
how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, which is the church of the living 
God, the pillar and foundation of the truth.”

 Heb 13:22 - “I appeal to you, brothers, bear with [lit. accept/receive as true] my word of 
exhortation, for I have written to you briefly.”

 2 Pet 3:1-2 - “This is now the second letter that I am writing to you, beloved. In both of them 
I am stirring up your sincere mind by way of reminder, that you should remember the 
predictions of the holy prophets and the commandment of the Lord and Savior through your 
apostles.”

 1 John 1:3-4 - “That which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you too 
may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son 
Jesus Christ. And we are writing these things so that our joy may be complete.”

 1 John 2:7-8 - “Beloved, I am writing you no new commandment, but an old commandment 
that you had from the beginning. The old commandment is the word that you have heard. At 
the same time, it is  a new commandment that I am writing to you...”

 Jude 3 - “Beloved, although I was very eager to write to you about our common salvation, I 
found it necessary to write appealing to you to contend for the faith that was once for all 
delivered to the saints.”

▪ The NT citing itself – internal citations as authoritative (a few examples)
 1 Tim 5:18 – quotes from Luke 10:7, “the Scripture says”
 2 Pet 3:15 – equates Paul’s letters with OT “scriptures”
 1 Cor 11:23-26 – nearly verbatim parallel to Luke 22 account of Last Supper

 
 Summary: are the NT writings merely situational, contingent, and almost random 

correspondences with no broader use or authority? Not according to the authors!

D. Conclusions
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