
The Bible: God’s Redemptive Words 
Lesson 8: The Canon: Why Were Some Writings Excluded? 

Intro 

- We have looked thus far as what the NT church and the early church fathers believed 

concerning how God revealed His New Covenant Scripture to His people.    

- We will now take a closer look at how the early church viewed the books that are often referred 

to as “Apocryphal” as well as other writings which many in our culture today argue should or 

could have been included in the Old and New Testaments.  

- What we will see is that God’s Word authenticated itself through His power in such a way as to 

make these other writings clearly out of accord with His inspired and inerrant Word. 

The Old Testament Apocrypha  

- When discussing the works that are excluded from the Old Testament things focus solely on 

what is known as the Apocrypha.  Technically, this should be called “Old Testament Apocrypha” 

because there are hosts of writings that are also referred to as “apocryphal” but are written 

much later and mimic what God revealed through the Apostles.  

- The word Apocrypha simply means “hidden.”  For some this meant that these books had been 

kept in secret but were now available.   For the NT Apocryphal writings, the influence of 

Gnosticism loaded the word “hidden” with ideas of spiritual secrets that these writings would 

unlock for the readers private, mystical journey into God.  

- But generally, when the word “Apocrypha” is used it refers to the following list of writings which 

were all composed in between the Old and New Testaments: 

1. The First Book of Esdras 
2. The Second Book of Esdras 
3. Tobit 
4. Judith 
5. The Additions to the book of Esther 
6. The Wisdom of Solomon 
7. Ecclesiasticus, or The Wisdom of Jesus the Son of Sirach 
8. Baruch 
9. The letter of Jeremiah (The letter of Jeremiah is in some editions incorporated into 
the book of Baruch as the last chapter) 
10. The Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Young Men 
11. Susanna 
12. Bel and the Dragon 
13. The Prayer of Manasseh 
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14. The First Book of the Maccabees 
15. The Second Book of the Maccabees 

[*The books in bold are the ones that the Roman Catholic Church has considered certain of 

these books to be inspired and on a par with the Old Testament since 1546] 

So why is there any dispute over these books?   

- While Roman Catholicism argues that the Apocrypha has been “canonical” from the beginning, 

it is indisputable that the 1st century Jews did not view these writings as part of their canon.  

- The Hebrew canon is listed in a different order than our Bibles (which are more reflective of the 

Septuagint’s order).1 

- The Hebrew Scriptures are grouped into three sections: The Law, the Prophets, and the Writings 

(often what we refer to as the Poetic or Wisdom literature, Psalms, Proverbs, etc). Another way 

they often referred to this was “the Law the Prophets and the Psalms.”   

- None of the Apocryphal books are ever included in this grouping.  

- It was this groping of the OT books that Christ was referring to when he said,   

Luke 24:44-45  
“These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything 
written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be 
fulfilled.”  Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures… 
  

- This clearly demonstrates His view of what constituted the OT canon.   

- Additionally, we have evidence that the Jewish community both before and after Christ 

continued to reject the Apocrypha as canonical.  One of the reasons is that the Jews belived 

firmly that the prophetic age had ceased since the time of Artaxerxes (during the last OT 

prophets).  Thus they rejected things written after that time as being inspired by God.  

Josephus (writing c.96 AD) 
It is true, our history has been written since Artaxerxes very particularly, but has not 
been esteemed of the like authority with the former by our forefathers, because 
there has not been an exact succession of prophets since that time. And how firmly 
we have given credit to these books of our own nation is evident by what we do; for 
during so many ages as have already passed, no one has been so bold as either to 
add anything to them, to take anything from them, or to make any change in 
them; but it is become natural to all Jews immediately and from their very birth, 
to esteem these books to contain Divine doctrines, and to persist in them, and, if 
occasion be, willingly die for them.2 

                                                 
1 F. F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture (Downers Grove, IL: Inter Varsity, 1988), 23-24. 

 
2 Josephus, Against Apion, 1.8. 
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- Thus, as OT scholar Douglas Young concludes: 

The available historical evidence indicates that in the Jewish mind a collection of 
books existed from at least 400 B.C. in three groups… which were considered by the 
Jews from among the many other existing books as the only ones for which they 
would die rather than add to or take away from them, books which they considered 
veritably from God. No other historical material exists pointing to any other 
conclusion. The subsequent historical references… indicate that the same threefold 
grouping [i.e. the Law, Prophets and Writings] continued to be the authoritative 
collection of the Jews through the time of Ecclesiasticus, through the time of Jesus, 
through the time of Josephus and Philo, down to the time when we receive our first 
listing of Old Testament books by name.  That list gives us the exact number and 
names of the books and it conforms to the number of books in the Hebrew Canon 
and those in our English Old Testament, 39, no more and no less. The Apocrypha are 
not included… [T]he the historical evidence is unambiguous; the conclusion from 
history is that Apocrypha do not merit a place in the Scripture if we are to limit the 
Scripture to those books which Jesus, the Jews, and the early Church used and 
approved as Scripture.3    

Why did the Early Church Exclude so many Writings from the NT Canon? 

- Many people today make the claim that there were so many other “Christianities” that existed 

early on and that the reason these “versions” of Christianity are excluded from the NT, is 

because those in power forced out those who disagreed with them.    

- Typically the “lost Christianities” that are referred to are the myriad gnostic or proto-gnostic 

heresies that even Paul himself often opposed in his own letters (especially Colossians and 1 

Corinthians ). 

- Additionally, these heretical vies would have been starkly opposed by the Old Testament 

Scriptures because of the pagan view of God espoused by these groups. 

Michael Kruger 
Thus, right from the outset, certain “versions” of Christianity would have been ruled 
as out of bounds.  For example, any quasi-Gnostic version of the faith which 
suggested the God of the Old Testament was not the true God but a “demiurge”—as 
in the case of the heretic Marcion—would have been deemed unorthodox on the 
basis of these Old Testament canonical books alone….  Gnosticism was a non-starter 
from the outset because it rejected the very book the earliest Christians recognized 
as authoritative—the Old Testament. So, the claim that early Christians had no 
Scripture on which to base their declarations that some group was heretical and 

                                                 
3 G. Douglas Young, “The Apocrypha,” in Carl F.H. Henry, ed., Revelation and the Bible. Contemporary 

Evangelical Thought  (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1958), 183-18. 

 



4 

 

another orthodox is simply mistaken.   The Old Testament books would have 
provided that initial doctrinal foundation.4 
 

- It is crucial to remember here the early church’s recognition that the NT Scriptures were being 

given by God through  His Apostles.  Nearly all of the excluded writings originated at the earliest 

in the late 2nd century,  into the 3rd and even the 4th!  

- Thus there is no possibility of Apostolic origin. Additionally, when one compares the content of 

these excluded writings with the NT it very evident that they are also not in accord with “The 

Rule of Faith” (that God cannot contradict Himself, thus neither can His revelation.) 

The Witness of the Early Church  

- We see abundant evidence both that many of these writings were excluded, but also why.    

- One of the most helpful examples is found in the  early church bishop Eusebius’s classification.  

In his list, he gives first the books that no one questioned (the bulk of the NT) 

- Next he lists the few books about which some in the church had questioned (James, Jude, 2 

Peter, 2&3 John & Revelation) 

- The he lists the “Spurious” and “Heretical” writings and explains them in the following way: 

Spurious Writings 

“Among the spurious books must be reckoned:” 
 

o The Acts of Paul 
o The Shepherd of Hermas 
o The Apocalypse of Peter 
o The Epistle of Barnabas,  
o The Didache  
o The Gospel of the Hebrews (this is NOT the Epistle to the Hebrews which Eusebius 

counted as canonical and an epistle written by Paul) 
 

Heretical Writings 

“Now all these would be among the disputed books; but nevertheless we have felt 
compelled to make this catalogue of them, distinguishing between those writings which, 
according to the tradition of the Church, are true and genuine and recognized, from the 
others which differ from them in that they are not canonical, but disputed, yet 
nevertheless are known to most churchmen. And this we have done in order that we 
might be able to know both these same writings and also those which the heretics put 
forward under the name of the apostles:” 

 
o The Gospel of Peter 

                                                 
4 Michael Kruger, The Heresy of Orthodoxy (Wheaton: Crossway, 2010), 156. (emphasis added) 
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o The Gospel of Thomas 
o The Gospel of Matthias 
o The Acts of Andrew and John and the other apostles.  

 
“Moreover, the character of the style also is far removed from apostolic usage, and the 
thought and purport of their contents are completely out of harmony with true 
orthodoxy and clearly show themselves that they are the forgeries of heretics. For this 
reason they ought not to be reckoned among the spurious books, but are to be cast 
aside as altogether absurd and impious.”5 

- Thus we see that the early church was not random in their rejections but was clearly thinking 

through what was in accord with what God had revealed and what was not. It was not about 

power. 

Examining the Excluded Writings 

- The number of writings that various people have argued for inclusion in the Scripture is far too 

numerous to address here.      

- These writings are usually grouped into three categories, all of which mimic the canonical New 

Testament writings: Apocryphal Gospels, Acts and Epistles.  

- And of these there are also three categories: 

o Works that sought to supplement the NT  

 In this category would go many of the Apocryphal Gospels which were obsessed 

with fanciful accounts of what occurred in periods of Jesus’ life which the Bible 

does not record.  Examples of these are the Gospel of the Birth of Mary, The 

History of Joseph the Carpenter and the Gospel of Nicodemus (among many 

others).  

 This category would also include the Apocryphal Acts of various apostles as 

legends sprung up about all sorts of dazzling miracles they had allegedly 

performed. Some examples are the Acts of Paul, the Acts of John, the Acts of 

Peter, and the Apocalypse of Peter.  

o Works that sought to replace NT writings  

 This category would include many of the Gnostic-influenced Apocryphal Gospels 

and Epistles, which change many of Christ’s or the Apostles’  words to support 

Gnostic beliefs. 

                                                 
5 Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, Loeb Classical Library, trans. Kirsopp Lake (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1926), 

3.25.1-7.  
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 Examples of this would include the Gospel of Thomas, the Apocalypse of Paul, 

the Gospel of Hebrews and the Gospel of Peter.  

o Works that were written by Christians who never intended their work to be included in 

the NT canon 

 These would include writings such as the Didache, the Epistle of Barnabas and 

The 1st Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians.  

 These were written by Christians simply to instruct and encourage other 

believers, but did not claim to be inspired or apostolic.  

 They were considered by a few here and there to perhaps be canonical which is 

exactly what we would expect in that historical situation.  

 The fact that they are included at the end of some of the early canon lists and 

collections only reflects the common practice back then of including at the end, 

additional resources that were considered valuable to the Christians, but not on 

par with Scripture itself.6 

- Some samples of these excluded writings: 

o The Gospel of Thomas: 

Simon Peter said to them, "Make Mary leave us, for females don't deserve 
life."  Jesus said, "Look, I will guide her to make her male, so that she too 
may become a living spirit resembling you males. For every female who 
makes herself male will enter the kingdom of Heaven."  
 

o The Gospel of Philip: 

Some said, "Mary conceived by the Holy Spirit." They are in error. They do 
not know what they are saying. When did a woman ever conceive by a 
woman? Mary is the virgin whom no power defiled. She is a great anathema 
to the Hebrews, who are the apostles and the apostolic men. 
 

o The Acts of Peter: 

Ye shall now see a great and marvellous wonder. And Peter seeing a great 
dog bound with a strong chain, went to him and loosed him, and when he 
was loosed the dog received a man's voice and said unto Peter: “What dost 
thou bid me to do, thou servant of the unspeakable and living God?”  Peter 
said unto him: “Go in and say unto Simon in the midst of his company: 
‘Peter saith unto thee, Come forth abroad, for thy sake am I come to Rome, 
thou wicked one and deceiver of simple souls.’” And immediately the dog 
ran and entered in, and rushed into the midst of them that were with 

                                                 
6 Kruger, 164. 

 



7 

 

Simon, and lifted up his forefeet and in a loud voice said: “Thou Simon, 
Peter the servant of Christ who standeth at the door saith unto thee: ‘Come 
forth abroad, for thy sake am I come to Rome, thou most wicked one and 
deceiver of simple souls.’” And when Simon heard it, and beheld the 
incredible sight, he lost the words wherewith he was deceiving them that 
stood by, and all of them were amazed. 
 

- Thus, few have said it better than Bruce Metzger  

Bruce Metzger 
The most cogent proof that these books are intrinsically on a different plane from 
the books of the New Testament is afforded merely by reading them side by side 
with the books of the New Testament and allowing each to make its own 
impression. Then… it will very quickly be seen that there is no question of anyone’s 
having excluded them from the New Testament: they have done that for 
themselves.7 
 

                                                 
7 Bruce M. Metzger, An Introduction to the Apocrypha (New York: Oxford University Press, 1957), 262-263. 

 


