
The Bible: God’s Redemptive Words 
Lesson 6: The Canon: The Books that belong in the Bible 

Intro 

- Thus far we have discussed that the Bible is God’s inspired, inerrant Word which 

receives all of its authority from Him. 

- How then did this Word come down to us? 

- How do we know we got the right books in the Bible? 

- What was the basis for including the books that we have? 

How do we know which books belong in the Bible and which do not? 

- For well over 1000 years this was not a point of contention in Christianity, but in recent 

centuries the following answers have been the most prevalent:1 

The Canon is historically determined 

o This view came into vogue during the late 19th and early 20th century in liberal 

German circles.   

o It argues that the NT authors did not see themselves as writing Scripture that 

would form a New Testament canon 

o Instead, they claim, the idea of a NT canon arose in the late 2nd and 3rd centuries 

as a way for those in power to shut down their opponents.  

o Thus, if it can be proven that these books came from the apostolic authors then 

perhaps the concept of a NT canon can exist (but they say that there's not a 

strong case for the typical 27 books that Christians have traditionally claimed) 

The Canon is community determined 

o This has been the argument of the Romans Catholics since the Reformation.  

They claim that the reason the NT canon exists is that the Church established it 

with its own authority. 

                                                 
1 These categories as well as much of the info in this handout are borrowed from Michael Kruger’s excellent work in 

The Heresy of Orthodoxy (Wheaton: Crossway, 2010 and Canon Revisited: Establishing the Origins and Authority of 

the New Testament Books (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012). 
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o So then, the Church has an authority prior to and more powerful than the 

Scriptures.  In their words, the Church formed the Scriptures; the Scriptures did 

not form the Church.  

o Thus the books of the Bible needed a standard outside of and above themselves 

to give them the authority to be included in Scripture.  

The Canon is Self-authenticating 

o However, from the Scripture’s own witness as well as that of the early church 

and the Reformation claims that the books of the Bible each authenticate 

themselves.  

o This they do because the power of the Holy Spirit which convinces hearts and 

minds of their divine power, of their truth and of their apostolic authority.  

o Thus the books of the OT Scriptures anticipated and foretold of another 

Covenant with accompanying Scriptures, and thus when this new era (the New 

Covenant) dawned it imposed God’s new revelation on the believers and 

formed the Church with its Covenant requirements.  

o As this revelation was written down and circulated it formed the community 

with the message that the Apostles were commissioned to teach and pass 

along.  

o Thus the Scriptures formed the Church; not the other way around.  

Westminster Larger Catechism Question # 4  
Q:  How does it appear that the scriptures are the word of God? 
A:  The scriptures manifest themselves to be the word of God by their 
majesty and purity; by the consent of all the parts, and the scope of the 
whole, which is to give all glory to God; by their light and power to convince 
sinners, to comfort and build up believers to salvation: but the Spirit of God, 
bearing witness by and with the scriptures in the heart of man, is alone able 
fully to persuade it that they are the very word of God. 
 
The Westminster Confession 
1.4 The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed 
and obeyed, depends not upon the testimony of any man or Church, but 
wholly upon God (who is truth itself), the Author thereof; and therefore it is 
to be received, because it is the Word of God. 

God’s Covenant records 

- As said above, contrary to the Historical Determined model, the OT Scriptures promised 

a New Covenant which would replace the Old Covenant that Israel swore at Mt. Sinai.  
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- Because Ancient Near Eastern covenants/treaties were assembled in this fashion with 

all the accompanying documents, the OT Jews anticipated that the promise of a New 

Covenant would bring with it new accompanying covenant documents, i.e. new 

Scripture.  

- So contrary to those who say that the NT church wasn’t looking for new Scriptures, and 

that the idea of a NT canon came later, the working assumption was that there had to 

be new Scripture for there to be a New Covenant.  

- (See chart handout) 

Discovering NOT Determining God’s New Covenant Revelation 

- Given this covenantal structure of both the Old and New Testaments it is imperative 

that we grasp how God’s revelation creates covenantal communities and not the other 

way around.  As Michael Horton has said, “To say that the community creates the canon 

is tantamount to saying that it also creates the covenant.”2  

- So it is important that we recall the picture of God assembling His people at MT. Sinai to 

hear the words of the Covenant.  The people were completely on the receiving end of 

that revelation and did not influence its composition or adjudicate its authenticity.  

- Instead they recognized God’s revelation, wrote it down and it established them as a 

people.  

- We should treat the NT canon in much the same light.   

o Though the circumstances surrounding how God gave each revelation are quite 

different, nevertheless our mindset as we approach them needs to be the same. 

o When God speaks He makes His words true, powerful and authoritative. Those 

who receive it become His people; those who reject it are rejected themselves.  

o His Word establishes us; we don’t establish His Word.  

- So we must proceed with our investigation asking the question: How did the early 

church discover and receive God’s New Covenant revelation? 

How does the Bible itself treat this idea? 

- Two crucial passages in the NT show that even while the NT was being written, existing 

letters from the Apostles and the Gospels were already being called “Scripture.” 

                                                 
2 Michael Horton, Covenant and Eschatology: The Divine Drama (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 2002), 208. 
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- Additionally, it shows that not only were these apostolic writings being collected, but 

they were being quoted as Scripture that was on par with the OT. 

- 2 Peter 3:16 
 

o In the this passage Peter says:  

15 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, 16 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. 
 

o This is very important to see: Peter not only refers to “all Paul’s letters” but he 

very casually puts them in the category of “the other Scriptures.” 

Doug Moo 
The word other (loipos) shows that Peter considers the letters of Paul to 
belong to the category of “Scripture.” Some scholars think that this means 
no more than that that Peter considered Paul’s writings to be authoritative.  
But the word “Scriptures” (graphai) always refers in the New Testament not 
only authoritative but canonical – in a word, it refers to the Old Testament.  
Peter therefore implies that the letters of Paul have a status equivalent to 
that of the canon of the Old Testament itself.3 
 

o It is so casual in fact as to speak volumes: there is no need in his mind to defend 

the notion that Paul’s writing should be collected and no defense of their 

authority as Scripture.  

- 1 Tim 5:18 

o In this passage Paul says: 

For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the 
grain,” and, “The laborer deserves his wages.” 
 

o What is intriguing here is that Paul joins two quotations together with the word 

“and” (in Greek, the simple kai).  The first is from Deu 25:4, but the second is a 

verbatim quotation from Christ in Luke 10:7.  

o This again shows that at a very early date, the apostolic writings were viewed as 

having the same authority as the existing OT Scriptures.  And again, there is no 

defense of linking these together; it’s just a given for Paul and his audience. 

I. Howard Marshall 

                                                 
3 Douglas J. Moo, 2 Peter, Jude: NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 212. 
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[B]oth quotations are envisaged as coming from “Scripture”… [T]his is early 
evidence for the conferral of scriptural status on a collection of sayings of 
Jesus… A written source is surely required, and one that would have been 
authoritative... [F]or the author, the second citation had equal authority 
with the OT.4 
 

o As Michael Kruger concludes: 

The only interpretation that avoids contorted intellectual acrobatics or 
special pleading is the plain, obvious one. First Timothy is citing Luke’s 
Gospel alongside Deuteronomy as normative Scripture for the ordering of 
the church’s ministry.5 
 

- 2 Peter 2:3  

o This passage shows clearly that the NT authors were conscious that they were 

writing another testament, or collection of New Covenant documents: 

2 Peter 3:2 
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…  

 
o Peter here sets up two groups, the “holy prophets” who wrote the Old 

Covenant Scriptures, and “your apostles” who have written (and are writing) the 

New Covenant Scriptures. 

Michael Kruger 
[T]his verse clearly lays a critical foundation for the future emergence of the 
New Testament collection alongside the Old.  It reveals that Early Christians 
had a theological conviction that apostolic teaching and writing were the 
next phase of God’s covenantal revelation.6 

 
o As NT scholar Gene L. Green explains: 

[Peter] places the commandment of the Lord and Savior give through “your 
apostles” as the foundation stone of the church.  The call to remember 
presupposes that these believers have received the fundamentals of 
Christian teaching on the same level as OT prophetic testimony.7 

                                                 
4 I. Howard Marshall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles: International Critical 

Commentary (Edinburgh, T&T Clark, 1999), 615-616; see also, George W. Knight III, The Pastoral Epistles: New 

International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 234.  

 
5 Michael Kruger, Canon Revisited, 207.  Kruger is quoting from John Meier, “The Inspiration of Scripture: But what 

Counts as Scripture?” Mid-Stream 38 (1999): 77. 

 
6 Michael Kruger, The Heresy of Orthodoxy, 133. 

 
7 Gene L. Green, Jude & 2 Peter: Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker2008). 

313; see also Richard J. Bauckham, Jude , 2 Peter: Word Biblical Commentary vol. 50 (Waco: Word, 1983), 286-288; 
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- The command to read the letters in public worship 

o We see that from the very beginning the apostles viewed their letters as the 

Word of God which should be read in public worship just the way that the OT 

Scriptures had been read. 

 

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

o It’s important to remember that public reading in early Christian worship was 

reserved for Scripture, this puts those letters in the same category: 

1Tim 4:13  
Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to 
exhortation, to teaching.  
 

o And we see that in the practice of the early church, as early as 150 AD, normal 

practice in worship viewed the writings of the apostles in this exact same light: 

Justin Martyr (100-165 AD) 
And on the day called Sunday, all who live in the cities or in the country 
gather together in one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the 
writings of the prophets are read as long as time permits;  then, when the 
reader has ceased, the president verbally instructs and exhorts to the 
imitation of these good things.8 

 
o So the Old Testament itself anticipated a New Covenant with New Covenant 

Scriptures.  The NT authors consciously wrote as those communicating God’s 

very Word and demanded that their letters be read in public worship putting 

them on an equal plane as the OT Scriptures.  

                                                                                                                                                 
Peter Davids, The Letters of 2 Peter & Jude: Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 

260-262; Thomas Schreiner 1,2 Peter, Jude: New American Commentary, vol. 37 (Nashville: B&H, 2003), 370-371. 

 

 
8 Justin Martyr, The First Apology (Ante Nicene Fathers vol. I) ed. Alexander Robertson & James Donaldson et al, 

(Peabody MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1994), 67.3. 
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o These Scriptures shaped the NT believers into the community that was the early 

Church; they received the writings of the apostles because they were God’s 

Word; they did NOT grant them the status of being God’s word.  

 


