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 “What comes to mind when we think about God is the most important thing about us.”1 

At the baseline of this statement, AW Tozer implies that there is, in fact, something to know. But 

can we really know who or what God is? If He has revealed Himself to us, how has He done it? 

These questions have been answered in the past through our understanding of what is called 

“special revelation” found in the canon of Scripture. The Bible informs us of God and what He 

desires from His creation. But why think that the sixty-six books of canonical Scripture comprise 

all of God’s final and ultimately authoritative revelation for the church age? It is the answer to 

this specific question that we now give our attention. 

 
Positions 

 There has been much ink spilled in the area of the canon as well as its nature, content 

and interpretation.  However, two modern day approaches are worth engaging and will shape our 

understanding of Scripture- namely, the liberal and evangelical approach to canonicity.   

 
A Brief Overview of the Liberal Approach to Canon 
 
 To put it simply, the main concern of liberal theologians deals with treating the 

content and writings of Scripture in the same way as any other piece of ancient or modern 

literature.  This approach has sometimes been called “higher criticism” and implements modern, 

critical literary analysis on Biblical documents.  These scholars have come to conclusions that 

posit things such as a post-exilic, 7th century BC, single author/editor of the “Deuteronomistic 

History” (Genesis-Kings).2  The author/editor may have also spun the content in order to bolster 

                                                
1AW Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy. (New York: Harper Collins, 1961), 1.  
2Steven L. McKenzie. “Deuteronomistic History.” The Anchor Bible Dictionary New York: Doubleday, 

1992. Vol. II, 160-68.  
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his agenda regarding how Davidic Israel was portrayed.  This understanding of canon as well as 

its implications is significant, and a far cry from an authoritative text proclaiming, “Thus says the 

Lord.”3  

 "Arguably the most distinctive feature of the early Christian literature," Bart Ehrman 

argues, "is the degree to which it was forged."4  To put it another way, the words we have 

recorded for us in the New Testament are not even the words the acclaimed “authors” said.  At 

best, all we have is a collection of documents (or copies of documents to be more precise) that 

errant, normal men wrote at a given time.  Albeit imperfectly, these documents can inform us of 

ancient Near Eastern thought or history, and, although they are not the authoritative words of 

God, they give helpful insight to an understanding of God and ancient culture. Therefore, 

Ehrman’s understanding of today’s canon is that it is simply the product of church leaders in 

history imposing an authority on the text that the original writers did not intend. Consequently, 

the canon is not authoritative and, hence, open for other ancient texts to be included as well. 

Other influential voices of this view include Henry Ward Beecher, Otto Eissfeldt, Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, and Paul Tillich. 

 
A Brief Overview of the Evangelical Approach to Canon 
 
 For centuries, evangelical theologians have argued that the sixty-six books of the Bible 

have been passed down to the church as the final, revealed, authoritative word of God and is 

closed.  Due to the spiritual nature of the documents, they do not attempt to treat this literature in 

the same way as other literature.  Rather, through historical, grammatical, and cultural analysis, 

                                                
3Exodus 4:22, ESV 
 
4Bart Ehrman, Forgery and Counterfeit: The Use of Literary Deceit in Early Christian Polemics. (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 1.  
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they argue that today’s canon is nothing less than the words of God Himself revealed through the 

use of men who were “carried along by [God] the Holy Spirit.”5   

 This is a crucial position held by the evangelical approach. If the revelation of 

Scripture proceeds from the Holy Spirit, then, as John Frame writes, “our assurance is 

supernatural.”6  In other words, one cannot simply approach the words of the Bible in the same 

way one analyzes Homer’s Iliad.   Therefore, the issue of canonicity, for evangelical scholars, 

becomes a matter of criteria.  How can we see the Holy Spirit’s involvement in the revelation 

found in Genesis as opposed to the Epic of Gilgamesh?  What criteria does Gilgamesh fail to 

meet?  Influential voices of this view today include Roger Beckwith, Craig Blomberg, FF Bruce, 

John Frame, Wayne Grudem, Eugene Merrill and Bruce Metzger. 

 
Support 

 The position that best represents what constitutes canonical Scripture, in my judgment, 

comes from the evangelical approach. Support for this conclusion is based on the following 

evidence: The nature of progressive revelation within the Bible, the criteria imposed on New 

Testament era writings to insure authentic testimony regarding the Christ event, and the New 

Testament’s affirmation of the Old Testament canon, particularly through the voice of Jesus.   

 
The Nature of Progressive Revelation 
 
 Simply by reading the canon, it is evident that divine revelation happens a specific 

way and at specific times.  From the beginning, it has been God’s intention to reveal things about 

Himself to His created beings in order for them to live as faithful followers.  However, He did 

                                                
52 Peter 1:20-21, ESV  
 
6John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Word of God. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2010), 136. 
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not reveal all of redemptive history to Moses in the Pentateuch.  God, many times in the Old 

Testament, spoke through Moses and the prophets in order to give Israel His divine word.  In 

fact, there was even criteria established by God during those days to give people the ability to 

determine authenticity regarding such prophecy.7   

God also revealed Himself through a system of covenants.  The Abrahamic covenant 

(Genesis 15-17) promised a people for God’s own possession; namely, Israel.  Thus, the 

Pentateuch is a history and preservation of how God desires Israel to behave as His covenant 

people.  In Jeremiah 31, we find that God promises to make a new covenant with Israel unlike 

the one of their fathers. This is significant in that it shows that the canon had not closed at this 

time.  There was need for further revelation regarding the establishment of this covenant. If there 

were no account of the new covenant being fulfilled, we would still be looking for it.  The New 

Testament, then, exists as a “testimony” to the new covenant. But is there a need for more 

revelation in the New Testament era? 

Hebrews 1:1-2 states, “God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in 

many portions and in many ways, in these last days has spoken to us in His Son, whom He 

appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the world.”  From this, Frame argues: 

“The New Testament teaches that with the coming of Christ, with his atonement, 
resurrection, and ascension, and the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost, redemptive 
history has reached a watershed. The work of Christ is final, in a way that the work of 
Abraham and Moses is not. In Christ, God has spoken (past tense, Heb. 1:2) a final 
word to us, attested (also past tense, Heb. 2:2) by Jesus’ original hearers. As the 
redemptive work of Christ is once for all, so the word of Christ and the apostles is 
once for all. For God to add more books to the canon would be like his adding 
something to the work of Christ, something that Scripture teaches cannot be done.”8 

                                                
7Deuteronomy 18:15-22, ESV  
 
8Frame, The Doctrine of the Word of God, 138 (emphasis mine). 
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Therefore, since Christ is the complete fulfillment of the New Covenant, there is no further need 

for progressive revelation, which points strongly towards a closed canon. 

 
The Authentic Testimony of New Testament Writers 
 
 The New Testament is a series of books written by eyewitnesses or careful historians 

closely connected to those who were with Jesus during His life.  In the beginning of his gospel, 

John attested, “And the Word [God the Son] became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have 

seen his glory” (1:14, ESV). These witnesses are called “apostles” and were used by God to 

speak authoritatively to the church.  Hence, there are many instances in the New Testament that 

show the apostles giving commands they expected to be treated as inspired prophecy.9 

 Although this paper will not cover the scope of the doctrine of inspiration, it is worth 

mentioning here due to the modern misconception among some evangelicals regarding divine 

inspiration and apostolic authorship. The argument goes like this, “If the apostles were filled 

with the Holy Spirit, and Christians, post-Pentecost, are also filled with the Holy Spirit, is it not 

possible that the words we speak today are also inspired and authoritative?”  Although it is 

correct that the authors were inspired with the same Holy Spirit, the question fails to recognize 

the significance of apostolic authority.  Bruce Metzger’s explanation is helpful: 

“The Scriptures, according to the early Fathers, are indeed inspired, but that is not the 
reason they are authoritative. They are authoritative, and hence canonical, because 
they are the extant literary deposit of the direct and indirect apostolic witness on 
which the later witness of the Church depends…While it is true that the Biblical 
authors were inspired by God, this does not mean that inspiration is a criterion for 
canonicity…Suggestions that the canon might be enlarged by the inclusion of other 
‘inspirational’ literature, ancient or modern, arise from a failure to recognize what the 
New Testament actually is. It is not an anthology of inspirational literature; it is a 
collection of writings that bear witness to what God has wrought through the life and 

                                                
91 Corinthians 14:37-38, Colossians 4:16 and 2 Thessalonians 3:14-15 
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work, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and through the founding of his 
Church by his Spirit.”10 
 

We were obviously not eyewitnesses to Christ and are, therefore, dependent on the inspired 

testimony of those who were. In light of Hebrews 1 and John 1, it seems safe to assume, then, 

that the written text we have is a gift to the church, from the Holy Spirit, so as to preserve the 

Word of God. In other words, although the voices of the prophets and apostles have been gone 

for centuries, the Word remains and is all sufficient.   

 
The Old Testament Affirmed by Christ 
 
 To this point, we have focused mainly on the writings of the New Testament, but what 

about the thirty-nine books that make up the Old Testament (OT)?   By simply looking at 

specific OT passages (i.e. Daniel 9:2 quoting Jeremiah 25:11-12 as Scripture), it is evident that 

there was already an understanding of “canon” within Judaism.11 In fact, Jesus Himself gives 

evidence that the canon of the Old Testament had already been established in Matthew 23:35a, 

“so that on you may come all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel 

to the blood of Zechariah” (ESV).  In light of the traditional ordering of the 22 books12 (Law, 

Prophets, and Writings), we see that Jesus’ judgment upon the scribes and Pharisees 

encompassed all of Scripture at that time (Abel’s blood being the first murder in Genesis and 

Zechariah’s blood being the murder in Chronicles, which was placed at the end of the Writings). 

                                                
 

10Bruce Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance, (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 256-257; 271. (emphasis mine). 

 
11For further evidence, see Robert Vasholz, The Old Testament Canon in the Old Testament Church: 

The Internal Rational for Old Testament Canonicity. (Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1990). 
 

12Some books were combined (i.e. 12 Minor Prophets, Ezra-Nehemiah) and still give us the same thirty-
nine books we have today but in a different order.   

 



 

 

7 

In addition, the Jewish historian Josephus, at the end of the first century AD, wrote: 

“We do not possess myriads of inconsistent books, conflicting with one another [as the 
Greeks do]; but our books, those which are justly believed, are only 22, and contain 
the record of all time…For, although such long ages have now passed, no one has 
ventured to add, or to remove, or to alter anything, and it is an instinct with every Jew, 
from the day of his birth, to regard them as the decrees of God.” 13 

 
Josephus makes it very clear that the OT canon was set long before Jesus’ birth. Therefore, what 

the Jews of the day took to be Scripture, Jesus did as well.14  Frame concludes,  

“Jesus cites Old Testament passages as authoritative words of God…He did not 
hesitate to disagree with Jewish traditions when he thought it necessary. But he never 
questioned the Jews’ understanding of Scriptural authority. There is not a shred of 
evidence that he personally held a view of Scripture different from theirs.”15   

 
Jesus believed the Old Testament was Scripture. “Do not think that I have come to abolish the 

Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matthew 5:17, ESV).  

Therefore, given the evidence of the OT books’ acceptance as canon before first century 

Judaism, we can be confident of their validity today through the affirmation of Jesus Himself.  

 
Objections 

 
 There are two key objections regarding what does or does not constitute the books of 

the canon, and both involve unanimity.  The first argument deals with the OT canon and goes 

something like this, “There was not consensus as to what was considered canonical in Jesus’ day. 

The Synod of Jamnia met in AD 90 to attempt an official closing of it- nearly sixty years after 

the death of Jesus. Therefore, we do not know that he affirmed the same OT canon we have 

today.”   

                                                
13Josephus, Against Apion 1:8  
 
14Roger Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament Church and its Background in 

Early Judaism, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 1985), 235.  
 
15Frame, The Doctrine of the Word of God, 118-119. 
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 Although this seems to be a valid argument at face value, there needs to be clarity 

regarding what exactly happened at this “synod”. Jamnia was, in fact, not even considered an 

official synod, but an informal meeting that lasted on and off for nearly 50 years.  In addition, the 

discussion did not revolve around the entire canon, but merely the books of Ecclesiastes and 

Song of Songs.  As Peter Gentry notes, “the rabbis were not arguing about adding books to the 

Canon but about taking them away. Therefore they were already in the Canon.”16  What synods, 

and others like it, affirm is not that the OT canon was yet to be established, but simply that the 

established canon was in dispute due to theological discrepancies held by certain rabbis.  

 The other argument that might be offered deals with an objection to the New 

Testament canon: “Why is the Gospel of John and Matthew included in the canon and not the 

Gospel of Thomas or Peter? Are they not just as valid as the others?”  While it would seem that 

gospels with names like “Thomas” and “Peter” attached would be just as authoritative, it is 

important to note the authenticity of the authors themselves. In other words, just because the 

name “Peter” appears as a title does not mean the apostle Peter wrote it.  There must be criteria in 

place that helps validate whether an apostle actually wrote the book in question.  Craig Blomberg 

calls this the “test of continuity and discontinuity.”  In this analysis, there are four historical tests 

a gospel must pass in order to confirm whether it was written during the time of the apostles: 

1) Is there enough continuity with Jewish backgrounds to be credible in an Israelite 
setting from the first third of the first century?  
 

2) Is there enough discontinuity with conventional Judaism to suggest it would not 
have been invented by an average Jew? 
 

                                                
16Peter Gentry, “The Canon of the Old Testament” (classroom lecture notes, 20200A- Introduction to 

The Old Testament I, Fall 2012, photocopy), 5 (emphasis mine).  
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3) Is there enough continuity with early Christianity to show that Jesus was not 
uniformly misunderstood by his followers? 
 

4) Is there enough discontinuity with the early Jesus movement to suggest that one of 
the first Christians did not invent it?17 

 
If all the answers to these questions are “yes,” then we have a strong argument the 

gospel in question was, in fact, written during the time of the apostles.  However, gospels, like 

the ones ascribed to Thomas or Peter, do not pass such tests and, therefore, give indication that 

someone falsified the account later.  In light of the authenticity of apostolic authorship, criteria in 

which to correctly test that authenticity, and what is told to us through these eyewitness accounts, 

it is concluded that the four gospels we have today are accurate and, thus, belong in the canon to 

the exclusion of other literature.   

 
Conclusion 

 
 What we think about God truly is the most important thing about us, and our 

understanding of God comes from His self-revelation we have in canonical Scripture. It is a gift 

we receive with thankfulness, for it contains the “faith that was once for all delivered to the 

saints” (Jude 3, ESV).  Through our growing understanding of canonicity, we will become even 

more thankful as we see the Holy Spirit’s hand preserving and protecting His word, and opening 

our hearts that we may understand it (Luke 24:45).  It is through the canon that we read of how 

the complete and fulfilled Word was God Himself, who became flesh, dwelt among us, and 

abides in us today (John 1:1, 14:23).   

Nevertheless, we must be careful to view the Bible as Christ tells us in John 5:39-40, 

“You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they 

                                                
 
17Craig L. Blomberg, Making Sense of the New Testament: Three Crucial Questions, (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2004), 20.  
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that bear witness about me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life” (ESV). 

Therefore, as followers of Jesus, we worship the Christ of the canon, not the canon of Christ. 
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