
The Text and Canon of the N.T. 



Why Was the New Testament Needed?

• The church needed eyewitness accounts of Christ
• The world needed the story of Jesus
• Disciples needed training
• The faith must be handed down
• The church needed doctrinal standards
• The church needed practical guidelines
• The New Covenant required the New Testament



The N.T. Came about Through the Following Process:

1. The books of what we call the N.T. were written.

2. They were widely read.

3. They were accepted by the churches as useful for life and doctrine.

4. They made their way into the public worship of the church.

5. They won acceptance throughout the whole church, not just local 
congregations.

6. They were officially approved by the formal decision of the church. 





Why did the process take so long to 
canonize the N.T.? 



Why did the process take so long to 
canonize the N.T.? 

1. The first Christians used the O.T. for 
their new faith and saw no immediate 
need for additional writings



“Moreover, they gave her a sign to this 
effect, that she should hang forth from her 

house a scarlet thread.  And thus they made 
it manifest that redemption should flow 

through the blood of the Lord to all them 
that believe and hope in God.  You see, 

beloved, that there was not only faith, but 
prophecy, in this woman.”

Clement of Rome,
Commentary on Josh 2:1-21



Why did the process take so long to 
canonize the N.T.? 

2. The first church developed in a non-
literary situation



Why did the process take so long to 
canonize the N.T.? 

3. The original apostles were 
eyewitnesses to Christ and thus the 
“living books” of the church



Why did the process take so long to 
canonize the N.T.? 

4. The first Christians believed that 
Jesus would return immediately



Why did the process take so long to 
canonize the N.T.? 

5. The N.T. was in fact written and 
compiled long before the completed 
canon was officially recognized



How were the proper books chosen?

• A book must have been written by an apostle 
or based on his eyewitness testimony  

• A book must possess merit and authority in 
its use

• A book must be accepted by the entire church
• The book must be approved by the decision 
of the church



Who 
Finalized, 

or 
“Codified,” 

the 
Canon?



Marcion of Sinope
(85-160 A.D.)



Two Major Questions:

Which books were legitimately God’s 
Word?

How could the church protect Paul’s 
writings from misuse?



Two Major Questions:

Which books were legitimately God’s 
Word?
Formalize a Canon

How could the church protect Paul’s 
writings from misuse?
Place Acts before the Pauline Corpus



Eusebius, writing around 300 A.D. in his work 
Ecclesiastical History, gives us a good glimpse into the 
work going on in the early church to establish the N.T. 
canon:

"First then must be put the holy quaternion of the 
Gospels; following them the Acts of the Apostles... the 
epistles of Paul... the epistle of John... the epistle of 
Peter... After them is to be placed, if it really seem proper, 
the Apocalypse of John, concerning which we shall give 
the different opinions at the proper time. These then 
belong among the accepted writings." 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospels
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acts_of_the_Apostles
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pauline_Epistles
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Epistle_of_John
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Epistle_of_Peter
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apocalypse_of_John


"Among the disputed writings [Antilegomena], which are 
nevertheless recognized by many, are extant the so-called epistle 
of James and that of Jude, also the second epistle of Peter, and 
those that are called the second and third of John, whether they 
belong to the evangelist or to another person of the same name. 
Among the rejected writings must be reckoned also the Acts of 
Paul, and the so-called Shepherd, and the Apocalypse of Peter, 
and in addition to these the extant epistle of Barnabas, and the 
so-called Teachings of the Apostles; and besides, as I said, the 
Apocalypse of John, if it seem proper, which some, as I said, 
reject, but which others class with the accepted books. And 
among these some have placed also the Gospel according to the 
Hebrews... And all these may be reckoned among the disputed 
books." 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antilegomena
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epistle_of_James
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epistle_of_Jude
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Epistle_of_Peter
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Epistle_of_John
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third_Epistle_of_John
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_the_Evangelist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acts_of_Paul
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shepherd_of_Hermas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apocalypse_of_Peter
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epistle_of_Barnabas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Didache
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apocalypse_of_John
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_the_Hebrews


“Such books as the Gospels of Peter, of 
Thomas, of Matthias, or of any others besides 
them, and the Acts of Andrew and John and 
the other apostles... they clearly show 
themselves to be the fictions of heretics. 
Wherefore they are not to be placed even 
among the rejected writings, but are all of 
them to be cast aside as absurd and 
impious." 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_Peter
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_Thomas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_Matthias
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acts_of_Andrew
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acts_of_John
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heretics


The Easter letter of Athanasius, bishop of 
Alexandria, in 367 A.D. recognizes the N.T. canon as 
we have it today.  This list was approved by church 

councils at Hippo Regius in 393 and Carthage in 
397.



“What [the church] 
councils did was not to 
impose something new 

upon the Christian 
communities but to codify 

what was already the 
general practice of those 

communities.”

F.F. Bruce



L.A. Muratori
Muratorian Canon/Fragment 

(written ca. 170 A.D.)



The Transmission of the Text



Medium of Ancient 
Biblical Texts

Papyrus



Ostracon



Parchment



Forms of Ancient Biblical Texts

1. Greek manuscripts and fragments

• Uncials
• Miniscules
• Papyrus Fragments
• Lectionaries of ancient 

churches



Miniscule

Uncial



Forms of Ancient Biblical Texts

2. Quotations of the N.T. from the Church 
Fathers

3. Copies of ancient Translations of the N.T.
in other languages



Mistakes by Accident

1. By the Ear

“The book was red”
“The book was read”



Mistakes by Accident

2. By the Eye

HELLOMYNAMEISTODDFISHERANDIAM
YOURINSTRCUTORFORTHEEVENINGWH
EREINIAMSOGLADYOUAREHEREANDPAR
TICPATINGINTHISCLASS.



Mistakes by Accident

3. Confusion by Correction







Deliberate Alterations

1. Changes based on theology

2. Mistakes of Abbreviation

3. Mistakes of correction/refusal to 
correct



Saul’s Son
1 Chron. 8:33; 9:39- Eshbaal, meaning “man of Baal.” 
2 Sam. 3:7; 4:1- Ishbosheth meaning “man of shame.”  

Hosea referred to Bethel, “house of God,” as Beth-aven, 
“house of iniquity,” because of its idolatry.



Difficult Passages

1. The rule of meaning

2. The rule of difficulty

3. The rule of explanation 
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