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Scripture has come to us by a heaven-sent process.  Some Christians, however, rarely think 
about such things.  Many assume Bible scholars and seminary students are the only ones who 
are qualified to talk about such matters.  Others never even think about the fact that the Bible 
had an earthly genesis (pun intended).  They seem to silently assume that the Bible has always 
existed in its current form.  I find the following remarks of one author helpful — “The Good 
Book didn’t just fall from heaven one day, bound in black leather, assembled into chapters and 
verses, and translated into English…with the words of Christ in red.  The Bible started as a 
bunch of ancient documents — or in some cases, scraps of documents — written and copied 
by ancient scribes.  The journey from dusty papyrus to gold-lined onionskin is a long one.”   
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	 The Bible came to us by a deliberate, heaven-ordained process.  In our search to 
understand how we got the Bible, we must ask, “Who decided what books belong in the 
Bible?”  We know Scripture was inspired (2 Timothy 3:16), but at what point was it decided 
which books were worthy of inclusion in the Bible.  Our current study seeks to address this 
issue.  Today we have sixty-six commonly accepted books of the Bible because of a process 
known as “canonization.”

	  It is important for modern believers to have at least a cursory understanding of these 
matters.  Pop-culture has seen the publication of various books and films that discount the 
trustworthy nature of the Bible.  Many claim there are other writings that aren’t included in the 
Bible that give the full story about Jesus and the early church.  Some even say that our Lord 
didn’t die on the cross, that He married Mary Magdalene after a failed crucifixion attempt, and 
that the two had a family they raised in France!  Considering the society in which we live, it is 
beneficial for Christians to be well equipped with answers concerning such as how we got the 
Bible.


CANONIZATION  DEFINED 
Canonization is a word we don’t use on a regular basis.  As a result, few are aware of its 
meaning.  Mention of the word makes many Christians shut down.  Sometimes, well-meaning 
church people opine about the use of “big words” within the church.  However, there are some 
terms that are important to comprehend.  Canon is one of them.  While it may not be one we 
are naturally familiar with, it represents something we should understand.  

	 Canonization is a designation for the way in which the church recognized what books 
should be in our Bible.  The word “canon” is at its root.  It is simply a transliteration from Koine 
Greek, the language in which the New Testament was originally written.  Our English word 
“cane” comes from the Greek word “kanon.”  The Hebrews had a word — “qaneh” — that had 
a similar phonetic sound.   Both the Greek and Hebrew words for canon were originally used in 2

reference to a reed — a tall, thick, stalky grass that was prevalent in the ancient Near East.

	 What does tall grass have to do with how we got the Bible?  Well, in the ancient world, 
reeds taken from river banks were often used for measuring sticks.  In time,  the word “canon” 
was used to speak of a standard used for measurements.  Thus, we can think of canon as 
referring to a ruler or measuring rod.  How does this all apply to our study of Scripture?  Plain 
and simple, canonization deals with the act of measuring religious writings to see if they are 
worthy of being regarded as Scripture.  Thus, when we speak of canonization, we are talking 
about which books belong in the Bible.
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	 One has defined the issue at hand by calling it “the process by which biblical books 
became recognized as authoritative in the Christian church and are eventually drawn together 
into a collection of books.”   Another has said, “Canonicity is a book’s right to be included in 3

the Biblical canon because God has determined it so and man has recognized it as inspired by 
God.”   This topic is important, when one considers the sheer volume of religious writings from 4

the ancient world.  During both Old Testament and New Testament times, various writings were 
produced and disseminated amongst the people of God.  Many of them had great significance 
and influence in the church.  Who’s to say that some of them don’t have a place in our Bible?

	 This issue of canonization is perhaps most obvious when it comes to a collection of 
writings known as the Apocrypha.  Some Christian traditions include books like 1 Esdras, 2 
Esdras, Tobit, Judith, The Rest of Esther, The Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiastus, Baruch, The 
Song of the Three Holy Children, The History of Susanna, Bel and the Dragon, The Prayer of 
Manasses, 1 Maccabees, and 2 Maccabees.  Protestant Christians normally see such books 
as being extra biblical.  They do not deem them as belonging to the canon of Scripture.

	 This subject is also helpful when it comes to considering other early church writings 
that are indeed helpful to the church.  We still have records of things like the Didache, the 
Epistles of Barnabas, the Shepherd of Hermas, and the Martyrdom of Polycarp.  Such writings 
were held in high esteem in the early church.  Some Christians even regarded some portions of 
such works as Scripture at differing periods in the church.  Why are none of these writings now 
included in the New Testament?  The concept of canon provides an answer.

	 The issue of canonization is also pertinent to debates concerning writings that 
supposedly disprove the accounts we have in our New Testament.  Recent works of fiction like 
“The Da Vinci Code” have popularized the existence of other writings from the time of the 
apostles that we would now deem spurious.  Claims are even made that the Roman Catholic 
Church even attempted to suppress such writings in order to promote its version of Christian 
truth. 

	 Canonization provides an answer to all of these issues.  Before time began, God 
determined to deliver HIs revelation of Himself through prophets and apostles.  He inspired 
such men to write and record authoritative writings for His people.  Such writings were then 
kept safe by the providential act of preservation.  In time, the Lord used a process called 
canonization to finalize which books would appear in the Bible.  Through the process, God’s 
people recognized which writings were inspired by God and worthy to be deemed as a Holy 
Scripture.


BIBLICAL WITNESS OF CANONIZATION 
When we examine the pages of Scripture, we find precedent for canonization.  Sure, the word 
“canon” is not found in the Bible.  There are no depictions of the apostles, a church, or a 
council deciding what books should be regarded as sacred.  However, the Bible does make 
numerous references to the way in which God’s people recognized certain writings as 
Scripture.  


Jesus and Canonization 
Consider the ministry of Jesus.  On numerous occasions, He made appeals to the Old 
Testament in His teaching.  Such appeals give evidence that our Lord regarded certain books 
as being biblical.  In Luke 24:44, He said, “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, the Prophets, and the 
Psalms must be fulfilled.” Our Lord’s reference to three categories of writings — the Law, the 
Prophets, and the Psalms — comprised the three classic divisions of Hebrew Scriptures.  
Ancient Jews had twenty-two books within their Hebrew Bible.  Their arrangement was 
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different than our arrangement of thirty-nine Old Testament books because they counted the 
Minor Prophets as one book and they combined Ruth with Judges, 2 Samuel with 1 Samuel, 2 
Kings with 1 Kings, 2 Chronicles with 1 Chronicles, Nehemiah with Ezra, and Lamentations with 
Jeremiah. For Jews in Jesus’ Day, the twenty-two books of the Old Testament were then 
categorized into three different divisions — the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings.  Jesus’ 
reference to “the Psalms” in Luke 24:44 undoubtedly referred to the Writings. 
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	 Interestingly, after Luke depicted Jesus as saying what He said in Luke 24:44, the 
gospel writer commented, “Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures.”  Luke’s 
commentary on Jesus’ teaching revealed that both Luke and Jesus regarded all of the Old 
Testament as canonical.  All three Hebrew divisions of Scripture, along with all twenty-two 
books, was seen as the authoritative Word of God.

	 Another evidence of Jesus’ perspective concerning canonization is found in John 7:38.  
In that verse, Jesus said, “The one who believes in me, as the Scripture has said, will have 
streams of living water flow from deep within him.”  In His teaching, our Lord intended to quote 
an Old Testament passage.  Additionally, His language indicated He regarded that passage as 
being “Scripture.”  But to which Scripture did Jesus refer?  Interestingly, Bible scholars see our 
Lord’s words as being a reference to three different Bible passages — Exodus 17:1-3; Psalm 
78:15-16; Zechariah 14:8.  Those three different passages each came from one of the three 
Hebrew categories of Scripture.  In one short statement, Jesus made a sweeping 
pronouncement that all three categories of Hebrew Scripture were a part of the canon!


The Apostles and Canonization 
When we study the New Testament, we find that the apostles held to the same convictions as 
Jesus.  When Luke gave an account of the conversion of an Ethiopian man, he referred to the 
book of Isaiah as Scripture (Acts 8:32).  In Romans 4:3, Paul referred to Genesis as Scripture.

	 What’s even more interesting to note is the way in which the apostles saw their own 
writings as being on par with Scripture.  Paul put the gospels on the same level with the Old 
Testament.  In 1 Timothy 5:18, he said, “For the Scripture says: Do not muzzle an ox while it is 
treading out the grain, and, The worker is worthy of his wages.”  The apostle referenced two 
scriptural passages.  The first was from Deuteronomy 25:4 and the second was from Jesus’ 
instruction to His disciples in Matthew 10:10.  Paul regarded both the Old Testament and the 
gospels as being Scripture!

	 In addition to these things, Paul seemed to see his own writings as being Scripture at 
times.  On one occasion, he told his preacher protégé Timothy, “But you have followed my 
teaching…” (2 Timothy 3:10).  He then said, “But as for you, continue in what you have learned 
and firmly believed.  You know those who taught you, and you know that from infancy you have 
known the sacred Scriptures, which are able to give you wisdom for salvation through faith in 
Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 3:14-15).  As an apostle, Paul was aware that his apostolic teaching 
contained the same weight as the Hebrew Scriptures.

	 It is for this reason that Paul told the Corinthians, “If anyone thinks he is a prophet or 
spiritual, he should recognize that what I write to you is the Lord’s command.  If anyone ignores 
this, he will be ignored” (1 Corinthians 14:37-38).  Notice that Paul saw His writings as being 
from God.  Since what he shared was from the Lord, it was to be held in the same regard as 
Scripture.  Though false teachers often tried to strip his words of their apostolic authority, 
thoughtful readers were to regard them as being on par with Scripture. 

	 Peter held Paul’s writings in high regard, as being at an equal level with the Hebrew 
Scriptures. He said, “Our dear brother Paul has written to you according to the wisdom given 
to him.  He speaks about these things in all his letters.  There are some matters that are hard to 
understand.  The untaught and unstable will twist them to their own destruction, as they also 
do the rest of the Scriptures” (2 Peter 1:15-16).  Notice the last few words in Peter’s description 
of writings.  He regarded Paul’s writings as Scripture.  At the time of his writing, the gears of 
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canonization were turning.  The early church was circulating copies of manuscripts they 
regarded as being scripturally authoritative.

	 John had a similar conviction regarding his writings.  As he wrote the book of 
Revelation, he knew he was an apostle, and he was well aware that he had received direct 
revelation from the Lord (Revelation 1:10-20).  Thus, when he concluded that book, he gave a 
warning against adding or subtracting from his words.  He said, “I testify to everyone who 
hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If anyone adds to them, God will add to him the 
plagues that are written in this book.  And if anyone takes away from the words of the book of 
this prophecy, God will take away his share of the tree of life and the holy city, which are written 
about in this book” (Revelation 22:18-19).  Where did the apostle get the idea to issue such a 
warning?  It is obvious he quoted from Deuteronomy 4:2 and Proverbs 30:6.  Such Old 
Testament passages warned God’s people about altering the Word of God.  In applying such a 
warning to his own writings, John revealed he regarded them as being Scripture.


HISTORICAL EVENTS IN THE PROCESS OF CANONIZATION 
 After the establishment of early church, the New Testament canon came into place over the 
span of a few hundred years.  This occurred through two different means.  First, certain books 
were regarded as Scripture by the early Christians, church leaders, and congregations.  As 
parchments, scrolls, and fragments were passed from congregation to congregation, certain 
books began to be widely accepted as being inspired by God.  

	 Through what could be regarded as a sort of “grass-roots” movement, the earliest 
believers discerned what was Scripture and what wasn’t  The gathering places for local 
congregations were often used to store copies of the New Testament sacred writings.  There is 
historical evidence concerning all of this. One has noted, “During this period all the New 
Testament books were cited in other writings, and the church Fathers recognized as canonical 
all twenty-seven books.”   Thus, within the first few hundred years of the church, there was 6

widespread acknowledgement that the New Testament we use was indeed the Word of God.  
The writings of early church leaders like Clement of Rome, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of 
Alexandria, Eusebius and others reveal that the early church saw the twenty-seven books we 
use as being scripture. 
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	 Second, an early church council was used in settling the issue of what belonged in the 
canon.  in 397 A.D., the Council of Carthage met to debate critical issues concerning what 
constitutes Scripture.  Though the meeting was not invested with divine authority per se, it is 
significant to our discussion because it shows precedent wherein the church recognized 
certain writings as being worthy of inclusion in the Bible.  All twenty-seven books of the New 
Testament were affirmed at the council meeting.

	 The Lord certainly ordained a marvelous process for delivering His Word to His people.  
Over the years, He miraculously led His people to discern which writings belonged in the Bible.  
Now we hold a book in our hand that is the result of God’s supernatural intervention into 
human affairs.  May we cherish the Good Book and live lives that honor its precepts!


QUESTIONS ABOUT CANONIZATION 
As a pastor, I’ve discovered that there are some relatively common questions people have 
about canonization.  Though many aren’t familiar with the word “canon,” they are well aware of 
a few critical issues related to the topic.  We will discuss these in what follows.  Being aware of 
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these issues is important if you want to be a well-versed Christian who is able to adequately 
defend the veracity of the Bible.


How did people know what books should be included in the Bible? 
The canon of Scripture was established by God, but it was assembled together by human 
observation and activity.  Men and women read the writings of church leaders and gained a 
sense of what books were from the Holy Spirit.  It is important to note that no one personally 
determined what qualified as Holy Writ.  To the contrary, people spiritually detected what 
belonged in the Bible.  One has commented on the nature of canonization by saying, “It is not 
so much a process of deciding which books we want to include in the canon, but rather a 
process of discovering which books belong there.”   
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	 As the church grew, several standards were used to discern which books belonged in 
the New Testament.  First, it was necessary for epistles or gospels to be written with influence 
from the apostles.  Either an apostle himself, or someone closely related to an apostle, had to 
be responsible for the production of the writing.  Second, for a book to be considered 
canonical, its teaching had to be in agreement with the teaching of Jesus.  Third, a writing had 
to give a sense of Holy Spirit inspiration.  If these conditions were met, a gospel or letter was 
deemed sacred over time.  

	 It is important to understand that this process was not as cut and dry as some might 
like to imagine.  By a mysterious work of providence, the Lord led the church to discern which 
books belonged in the Bible.  Sure, there were standards to be met before any writing was 
considered Scripture.  However, the church didn’t arbitrary select what books they deemed 
biblical.  God’s people simply gained a sense of which books belonged in the Bible.

	 Canonization was rooted in inspiration.  Since inspired books have a certain quality 
about them, they are easily recognizable.  Because of this, one should think of canonization as 
involving the act of discerning, not deciding.  One has commented on these things, saying, “A 
book first has divine authority based on its inspiration, and then attains canonicity due to its 
general acceptance as a divine product.  No church council by its decrees can make the books 
of the Bible authoritative.  The books of the Bible possess their own authority and, indeed, had 
this authority long before there were any councils of the church.” 
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	 Think of canonization like a test for an infectious disease.  One might have symptoms of 
sickness and consult a doctor.  After conducting some blood lab tests, a doctor might 
announce one has a certain illness.  In such a scenario, the doctor’s announcement does not 
make a person sick.  The doctor did not make a determination; he or she only made a 
discovery.  The sick person was already sick.  The canon was set in a similar way.  Through 
canonization, the church discovered which books were of Holy Spirit inspiration.  They then 
formally designated them as being Biblical.  

	 Throughout the church ages, some have cast aspersion on the canon.  One famous 
instance occurred in reference to Martin Luther, the German reformer.  He was known to refer 
to the book of James as “the epistle of straw.”  His rationale was based on his fervor for the 
doctrine of justification by faith.  Because he misinterpreted verses like James 2:20-26, he 
believed the epistle promoted a works salvation.  Consequently, it is said that he refused to 
included the letter within his New Testament.  There are debates concerning the degree of 
Luther’s disdain for the book of James.  Regardless, we know that the church has regarded the 
book of James as being a part of holy writ over the years.  It passed the test of canonicity, 
since it was written by one who was closely associated with Jesus (James was the half-brother 
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of Jesus), since it was proven to be beneficial to the faith and practice of the church, and since 
it seemed to give evidence of being inspired by God.

	 

What about the Apocrypha? 
Some folks express consternation over a group of books that certain professing Christians 
have added to the end of the New Testament.  These form a collection that is often called “The 
Apocrypha.”  We mentioned this issue earlier.  The word “Apocrypha" refers to that which is 
“hidden,” “secretive,” or “concealed.”  It depicts the way in which the writings are of an 
uncertain origin and nature. 

	 It is important to note that the Apocrypha was made Scripture as a response to some of 
the tension surrounding the Reformation.  It contains support for many of the Catholic 
teachings that the fathers of the reformation challenged.  In 1546, the Roman Catholic Church 
made a declaration making the Apocrypha a part of the Bible. 

	 There is good reason that the church had traditionally excluded the writings from the 
Canon.  Many of the books within promote beliefs and behaviors that run against the grain of 
the rest of Scripture.  For example, the book of Tobit promotes salvation by works: “For 
almsgiving delivers from death, and it will purge away every sin. Those who perform deeds of 
charity and of righteousness will have fulness of life” (Tobit 2:9).  A works-based righteousness 
is clearly refuted by other parts of the Bible (Genesis 15:6 and Romans 4:3).  As a result, the 
book of Tobit appears to be unworthy of being regarded as God-inspired Scripture.  

	 In addition to this gaffe, the books within the Apocrypha also promotes several 
behaviors that are in clear opposition to the standard of the rest of Scripture.  Things like black 
magic, suicide, assassination, prayers for the dead, and lying are all presented as justifiable 
practices.  

	 Lastly, the Apocrypha should be deemed unscriptural, because in some instances it 
contains major historical and geographical errors. Despite the Roman Catholic Church’s 
attempts to add to Scripture via the inclusion of the Apocrypha into the Bible, the reformation 
rejected the works as being canonical.  Faithful men encouraged local churches to return to the 
Canon that had commonly been accepted.  The Westminster Confession of Faith of 1646 
proclaimed, “The books commonly called Apocrypha, not being of divine inspiration, are no 
part of the canon of the Scripture, and therefore are of no authority in the church of God, nor to 
be any otherwise approved, or made use of, than other human writings.”


What about the “lost books” of the New Testament? 
There are a slew of writings that many think could be viable alternatives to understanding the 
life and times of Jesus.  On the gospel side, there are books like “The Gospel of Mary,” “The 
“Protoevangelion,” “The First Gospel of the Infancy of Jesus Christ,” “The Gospel of Thomas,” 
“The Gospel of Nicodemus,” “The Gospel of Peter,” “The Gospel of Philip,” and “The Gospel of 
the Hebrews,”  

	 In regard to letters and epistles, there are correspondences like “The Epistles of Jesus 
Christ and Abgarus King of Edessa” and various other letters.  Some letters are genuine, 
having been written by the apostles or other trustworthy first-century church leaders.  Others 
are spurious, having been written by those who held to unorthodox views.  Some of these 
wrote in order to influence new congregations with their non-apostolic ideas.  In many cases, 
some of them produced by pseudonymous authors.  It was prevalent in the New Testament era 
for people to attempt to pass their writings off as apostolic.  It is for this reason that Paul 
sometimes signed his letters with his own handwriting (Galatians 6:11), even though someone 
else often dictated his letters. 

	 Many of the spurious New Testament writings have been brought to popular attention 
by recent works of fiction and non-fiction in America.  Books like “The Holy Blood and the Holy 
Grail,” “The DaVinci Code,” and “The Jesus Papers” have made famous the belief that the New 
Testament isn’t a trustworthy account of the life of Jesus and that there are other writings that 
give the full story.  




	 At the end of the day, it is important to understand why we accept the twenty-seven 
books that constitute the New Testament.  Years ago the early church discerned which books 
are worthy of such a designation.  Though there were many pseudonymous writings, the 
church recognized what qualified as Scripture.  They used three litmus tests, asking questions 
like “Did the apostles influence the writing of this book?”, “Does this book benefit the 
church?”, and “Have churches used this book as Scripture?”.  Nowadays we hold a book in 
our hand that is a product of Divine inspiration and providence.  God has given us His Word for 
our benefit (John 17:17).  May we cherish it, live by it, and proclaim it!



