
THE CANON 
Any discussion of the Bible’s history must spend an appropriate amount of time discussing the 

formation of the canon. The Bible we hold today containing 66 books (39 OT and 27 NT) didn’t 

arrive fully arranged and completed. Mankind has played a part in the organization of God’s Holy 

Scriptures by carefully studying what makes a text inspired and ultimately, from God. 

As we study this week, we’ll see how the text was organized and brought to its present form: 

1 The word ____________________ traces its etymology back to the Greek word kanon (“reed”) 

and the Hebrew word qaneh (“measuring rod” see Ezekiel 40:3). Our English word “cane” comes 

from this word. A reed was used as a “measuring rod” in antiquity and the word kanon came to 

mean “a standard or rule.”1 

2 When we discuss the canon, we’re in essence defining the ____________________ by which a 

writing was judged be both inspired and authoritative.2 

3 The people of God have played a crucial role in the ________________________ of canonization 

through the centuries. They were responsible for the discriminating and deciding which books 

came from God. They were not responsible for their inclusion, merely their collection.3 Several 

questions must be used to determine an ancient text’s canonicity: 

 A Was it written by a ________________________ of God? Each book of the Bible bears the   

 claim of divine authority explicitly or implicitly. Consider the prophets statements, “thus   

 says the Lord” (e.g. Isaiah 66:12; Jeremiah 2:5). There is always a divine pronouncement. If   

 a book lacked the authority of God, it was immediately rejected from the canon. This is the   

 most essential of all the qualities. If a book was written by an accredited prophet, claiming   

 to give an authoritative pronouncement of God then there was no need to even ask the   

 other questions.4 

 B Did the writer of the ancient text have ____________________________ from God?    

 Consider the Apostles. Paul argued in Galatians 1:1 that this text should be accepted   

 because he was an “apostle, not from man nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and   

 God the Father who raised Him from the dead.” Every Biblical writer had a prophetic gift or 

 function.5 

 C Does the text tell the _____________________ about God, man, etc? This quality has to do   

 with authenticity. Because God can’t lie (e.g. Titus 1:2), His Word must be true and    

 consistent. The Holy Scripture cannot be from God and contain error at the same time.   

 That brought about discussions about James (e.g. justification of works or faith) and Jude   

 (e.g. citation of pseudepigraphal books in the text, The Assumption of Moses).6 



 D Does it possess the _____________________________ power of God? This is much less   

 specific than others but actually draws its power from the text itself. Consider 2 Timothy   

 3:15, “from childhood you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise 

 for salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus.” Consider also 1 Kings 22:6-8, John   

 8:32 and 1 Peter 1:23, 2:2. Some books such as Song of Solomon were initially questioned   

 because of this idea, but eventually regarded as canonical when it was universally accepted   

 as being “deeply spiritual instead of sensual.”7 

 E Was it ______________________________ by the people for whom it was written? If an   

 ancient book was rejected by those who first received it as uninspired, who are we to   

 accept it now. The Books of Moses were immediately received as God’s Word. Paul’s   

 Epistles were also accepted (e.g. 1 Thessalonians 2:13) by congregations and even other   

 Apostles (e.g. Peter in 2 Peter 3:16). 2 and 3 John were initially earmarked as questionable   

 not because of content but because of their very private nature and limited circulation.8 

4 When we talk about canonicity, we are not talking about __________________________. A book 

contains authority if its in the canon or not, however a book cannot be in the canon without 

authority. When Paul wrote 1 Corinthians he wrote as one possessing divine authority (e.g. 

14:37). The letter he wrote had authority from the moment he wrote it, but wasn’t considered 

canonical until it was accepted into a list of authorized books. Authority came from inspiration, 

canonicity came from acceptance. Don’t confuse those two ideas. No man can make a book 

authoritative, that comes only from God.9 

5 The canon of the OT was ____________________ by the time of Christ. Consider the following: 

 A Jesus and His disciples constantly referred to the ____________________________ as “the   

 Scripture” (e.g. John 7:38), “the Scriptures” (e.g. John 5:39), “the Holy Scriptures” (e.g.   

 Romans 1:2), or “the Sacred writings” (e.g. 2 Timothy 3:15). This line of distinction clearly   

 set apart what they quoted from or acknowledged to be divine and accepted. These   

 statements reflect a common acceptance for those men who wrote by inspiration and those 

 who merely heard or read the message.10 

 B The Jewish historian ___________________________ even wrote about how highly regarded   

 the “Scriptures” were when he said, “We have given practical proof of our reverence for our   

 own Scriptures. For, although such long ages have now passed, no one has ventured either   

 to add, or to remove, or to alter a syllable.”11 

 C The accepted canon of the OT consisted of ___________________ books. They were the 5   

 Books of Moses, Joshua, Judges-Ruth, 1-2 Samuel, 1-2 Kings, 1-2 Chronicles, Ezra-  

 Nehemiah, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Isaiah, Jeremiah-   

 Lamentations, Daniel, Ezekiel, Job, Esther, the Book of the Twelve (Minor Prophets).12 

6 The canon of the NT came together in a rather ___________________________ way when 

compared to the OT: 



 A By the middle of the __________________ century, the Apostle’s letters were widely read in 

 worship services or public meetings of the church.  

 B By the last part of the second century, ___________________ of the NT writing began to   

 appear, including the Muratorian Fragment. That list contained the four gospels, Acts,   

 thirteen letters of Paul, Jude, two letters of John, and Revelation. It contained several   

 notes describing the acceptance of some books and even a discussion about some    

 pseudepigraphal books including the Wisdom of Solomon and the Apocalypse of Peter.13 

 C By the third century, church historian ______________________ released a list very much   

 like ours today.  

 D In the fourth century, _____________________ make a distinction between the books of   

 the NT. He made a list that contained (1) those books that are universally acknowledged;   

 (2) those books that are disputed; and (3) those books that are rejected. The disputed list   

 contained James, Jude, 2 Peter and 2-3 John but he noted “these are recognized by the   

 majority.”14 

 E In _____________ AD, Athanasis of Alexandria published a list of the accepted NT books   

 that is identical to our list today. By that time, this was the general consensus of the   

 Christian world and has remained the same ever since.15 

7 The study of the canon is truly a study of ___________________________. We must be keenly 

aware that we have played a part in the story of the Bible, but not the most important part, 

merely a secondary one.  

__________________ 
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