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The Canon

It is commonly asserted that the Old Testament canon was not recognised as complete by the Jews until very late - until, in fact, the so called 'Council of Jamnia' in 90 AD.  The evidence in fact demonstrates that the Old Testament canon was recognised as complete and closed long before this time.  

Let's deal briefly with the absence of the prophetic office in the intertestamental era. The key here is to demonstrate that there were no canonical works produced by inspiration during the time between the Testaments, because this excludes the Apocryphal works from the canon of Scripture.

Micah 3:
5Thus saith the LORD concerning the prophets that make my people err, that bite with their teeth, and cry, Peace; and he that putteth not into their mouths, they even prepare war against him.
6Therefore night shall be unto you, that ye shall not have a vision; and it shall be dark unto you, that ye shall not divine; and the sun shall go down over the prophets, and the day shall be dark over them. 
7Then shall the seers be ashamed, and the diviners confounded: yea, they shall all cover their lips; for there is no answer of God. 

Because of Israel's wickedness, and the sin of those prophets who were speaking falsely in the name of God, Yahweh determined to remove His Word from them, and would grant no more visions, nor inspire any men with His Word.

You will note that the intertestamental works record the fact that the Jews themselves believed that the prophetic witness had gone.  The Maccabbees records that the Jews  were aware of the absence of the prophets, and that they were waiting for them to return:


1 Maccabees 4:
45 They thought it best to pull it down, lest it should be a reproach to them, because the heathen had defiled it: wherefore they pulled it down, 
46 And laid up the stones in the mountain of the temple in a convenient place, until there should come a prophet to shew what should be done with them.

1 Maccabees 9:
27 Thus there was great distress in Israel, such as had not been since the time that prophets ceased to appear among them. 

1 Maccabbees 14:
41 Also that the Jews and priests were well pleased that Simon should be their governor and high priest for ever, until there should arise a faithful prophet;


Religious decisions made during this time are described as temporary measures until Divine prophetic guidance was again available (1 Maccabees 4:45-46; 14:41).

We find a parallel of this situation in the inspired record:


Ezra 2:
61And of the children of the priests: the children of Habaiah, the children of Koz, the children of Barzillai; which took a wife of the daughters of Barzillai the Gileadite, and was called after their name: 
62These sought their register among those that were reckoned by genealogy, but they were not found: therefore were they, as polluted, put from the priesthood. 
63And the Tirshatha said unto them, that they should not eat of the most holy things, till there stood up a priest with Urim and with Thummim. 

In this instance, the children of Israel had returned to Jerusalem from captivity, and were reinstituting the temple services. Care was taken to search through the genealogies for those who could prove that they were priests, since the Law insisted that only those from the family of Aaron, of the tribe of Levi, could serve as priests.

Those who could not prove that they were priests from genealogical records were 'put from the priesthood', and they were not to participate in the worship practices until God raised up a priest with the Urim and Thummim - the stones on the High Priest's garment by which God signified His decisions and judgments.  It is here recorded that they acted in the absence of Divine guidance. This establishes the precedent for their conduct in the Maccabbean record - when there was no inspired man of God to lead and guide, the Jews were very cautious.

This has a direct bearing on the position of the apochryphal works in the canon - the Jews rejected the apochryphal works specifically because they themselves were well aware that there was no prophetic succession during this time, and no revelation from God.  It was for this reason that the Jews were able to determine which books were canonical and which were not, even before the 1st century.  As far as the Jewish community was concerned, the canon of Scripture had been closed from the time that God ceased to reveal Himself to the prophets (Micah 3:5-7).  Books written prior to this time had a claim to canonicity, but those written during this time did not.

There is abundant textual evidence to prove that the Old Testament canon had already been established by this time:

‘The inter-testament saints held that there was a known corpus of Scripture, for in their writings they would often refer to it with the authoritative phrase, “as it is written,” or “according to Scripture,” or “it is written.” In fact, references to almost all of the books of the Old Testament are considered to be Scripture by the writers of the inter-testament and the New Testament period. Beckwith says of this period that

. . . with the exception of the three short books of Ruth, Song of Songs and Esther, the canonicity of every book of the Hebrew Bible is attested, most of them several times over. . . it is very striking that, over a period ranging from the second century BC (at latest) to the first century AD, so many writers, of so many classes (Semitic, Hellenistic, Pharisaic, Essene, Christian), show such agreement about the canon. . . [6]

In addition, there are at least 28 documented separate titles for the Old Testament canon proving that the individual books had become a collection sufficient enough to warrant various titles to the group (i.e. canon) as a whole. [7]

[6] Beckwith, Roger, The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament Church. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985, 71, 76

[7] Beckwith, 105-107

Wayne Stiles, 'The Content and Extent of the Old Testament Canon', 2005
A combination of the Biblical text and extra-Biblical sources confirms that the Old Testament canon was closed long before the 1st century AD.

In the time of Josiah, the Pentateuch was already considered to be Scripture:


2 Kings 22:
8 Hilkiah the high priest informed Shaphan the scribe, “I found the law scroll in the Lord’s temple.” Hilkiah gave the scroll to Shaphan and he read it.
9 Shaphan the scribe went to the king and reported, “Your servants melted down the silver in the temple and handed it over to the construction foremen assigned to the Lord’s temple.” 
10 Then Shaphan the scribe told the king, “Hilkiah the priest has given me a scroll.” Shaphan read it out loud before the king.
11 When the king heard the words of the law scroll, he tore his clothes.
12 The king ordered Hilkiah the priest, Ahikam son of Shaphan, Acbor son of Micaiah, Shaphan the scribe, and Asaiah the king’s servant,
13 “Go, seek an oracle from the Lord for me and the people—for all Judah. Find out about the words of this scroll that has been discovered. For the Lord’s fury has been ignited against us, because our ancestors have not obeyed the words of this scroll by doing all that it instructs us to do.”


In the time of Daniel, the 'sacred books' were known to include the prophets:

Daniel 9:
1 In the first year of Darius son of Ahasuerus, who was of Median descent and who had been appointed king over the Babylonian empire—
2 in the first year of his reign I, Daniel, came to understand from the sacred books that, according to the word of the LORD disclosed to the prophet Jeremiah, the years for the fulfilling of the desolation of Jerusalem were seventy in number.

It is noteworthy that all of the books of the Old Testament canon were recognised as canonical while the prophetic office was still current among Israel.  Books were recognised as canonical on the basis that they were written by a man known to be inspired by God, and validated by the proof he gave that he was inspired.

Thus the law and the prophets were already considered Scripture in the time of the Maccabees:


2 Maccabees 15:
8 And he exhorted his men not to fear the attack of the Gentiles, but to keep in mind the former times when help had come to them from heaven, and now to look for the victory which the Almighty would give them.
9 Encouraging them from the law and the prophets, and reminding them also of the struggles they had won, he made them the more eager.

In the apocryphal book 'Ecclesiasticus' (otherwise known as 'Sirach'), we find a recognition that the canon was closed:


‘Whereas many great teachings have been given to us through the law and the prophets and the others that followed them, on account of which we should praise Israel for instruction and wisdom; and since it is necessary not only that the readers themselves should acquire understanding but also that those who love learning should be able to help the outsiders by both speaking and writing, my grandfather Jesus, [Joshua] after devoting himself especially to the reading of the law and the prophets and the other books of our fathers, and after acquiring considerable proficiency in them, was himself also led to write something pertaining to instruction and wisdom, in order that, by becoming conversant with this also, those who love learning should make even greater progress in living according to the law.

You are urged therefore to read with good will and attention, and to be indulgent in cases where, despite out diligent labor in translating, we may seem to have rendered some phrases imperfectly. For what was originally expressed in Hebrew does not have exactly the same sense when translated into another language. Not only this work, but even the law itself, the prophecies, and the rest of the books differ not a little as originally expressed.


Sirach (prologue, 1-26), around 130 BC
The canonical works are here divided into the law, the prophets, and the 'other books', a division which is found elsewhere in Jewish literature.

In the New Testament we find a similar division:

*  'The law and the prophets' (Matthew 5:17; 11:13, Luke 16:16, John 1:45, Acts 13:15; 24:14, Romans 3:21), also 'Moses and the prophets' (Luke 24:27)

*  'The law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms' (Luke 24:44)

On the last point, it is worth noting that the 1st century Jewish work 'De Vita Contemplativa' (commonly attributed to Philo of Alexandria), uses the same division found in Luke 24:44, speaking of 'the Laws, and Oracles given by inspiration through the Prophets, and Psalms (De Vita Contempliva, 25).

This division is found also in the Qumran literature, in a small fragment which dates to significantly before Christ:

And we have written to you that you should examine the book of Moses, and the words of the Prophets and Davi[d].

4QMMT C, lines 9-10, 2nd-1st century BC
Josephus, writing at the end of the 1st century, is in no doubt that the canon of the Old Testament had been well established long before his own time:

'8. (38) For we have not an innumerable multitude of books among us, disagreeing from and contradicting one another [as the Greeks have], but only twenty-two books, which contain the records of all the past times; which are justly believed to be divine; 

(39) and of them five belong to Moses, which contain his laws and the traditions of the origin of mankind till his death. This interval of time was little short of three thousand years; 

(40) but as to the time from the death of Moses till the reign of Artaxerxes, king of Persia, who reigned after Xerxes, the prophets, who were after Moses, wrote down what was done in their times in thirteen books. The remaining four books contain hymns to God, and precepts for the conduct of human life. 

(41) It is true, our history hath been written since Artaxerxes very particularly, but hath not been esteemed of the like authority with the former by our forefathers, because there hath not been an exact succession of prophets since that time;'

Josephus, 'Antiquity of the Jews', Book 1, chapter 8, sections 38-41
At this point we need to deal with the Septuagint, known commonly as the LXX.  This is a far more involved topic than many people realise.  Many people (especially Catholics), point to the LXX as 'proof' that the Jews held the apocryphal works as canonical, since they appear in the LXX.  From this, the argument is made that since the New Testament frequently quotes the text of the LXX, the apostolic writers also viewed the apocrypha as canonical (though it is difficult to explain why they did not quote the apocrypha, if this were true).

Contrary to many people's understanding of the LXX, the original translation made by the Alexandrian Jews of Egypt in the 3rd century BC (around 282 BC), did not contain the apocryphal works.  In fact it didn't even contain the entire Old Testament.  It was simply a translation of the Pentateuch, and nothing more.

The earliest witness we have to the original translation of the LXX is found in the letter of Aristeas, which dates to somewhere in the 3rd century BC:


‘It was my devotion to the pursuit of religious knowledge that led me to undertake the embassy to the man I have mentioned, who was held in the highest esteem by his own citizens and by others both for his virtue and his majesty and who had in his possession documents of the highest value to the Jews in his own country and in foreign lands for the interpretation of the divine law, for their laws are written on leather parchments in Jewish characters.’


We can see that the original purpose of the LXX was to enable the Jews to have their own law in their own language, and it was for this reason that only the Pentateuch was translated at this time.  It is true that other books of the Old Testament were gradually translated into Greek over the next few centuries, but it is important to note that throughout this era the apocryphal works were not treated as canonical, as we have seen from our previous study, and that there was no copy of the LXX which included the apocryphals as canonical literature.  The LXX was the Pentateuch, and only the Pentateuch.

The 1st century Jewish writer Philo of Alexandria confirms this for us:

‘So when they had won his approval, they immediately began to fulfil the objects for which that honourable embassy had been sent; and considering among themselves how important the affair was, to translate laws which had been divinely given by direct inspiration, since they were not able either to take away anything, or to add anything, or to alter anything, but were bound to preserve the original form and character of the whole composition, they looked out for the most completely purified place of all the spots on the outside of the city.’

Philo of Alexandria, 'Life Of Moses', Book II, chapter VI, section 34, 1st century AD
Josephus likewise:

’Now Eleazar the high priest, one not inferior to any other of that dignity among us, did not envy the forenamed king the participation of that advantage, which otherwise he would for certain have denied him, but that he knew the custom of our nation was, to hinder nothing of what we esteemed ourselves from being communicated to others. Accordingly, I thought it became me both to imitate the generosity of our high priest, and to suppose there might even now be many lovers of learning like the king; for he did not obtain all our writings at that time; but those who were sent to Alexandria as interpreters, gave him only the books of the law, while there were a vast number of other matters in our sacred books.’

Josephus, 'Antiquities Of The Jews', preface, section 3, 90 AD
In his 'Preface To The Book Of Hebrew Questions', the 5th century Christian and textual scholar Jerome says the same (citing Josephus as his source):

‘The fact is that they, since their work was undertaken for King Ptolemy of Alexandria, did not choose to bring to light all the mysteries which the sacred writings contain, and especially those which give the promise of the advent of Christ, for fear that he who held the Jews in esteem because they were believed to worship one God, would come to think that they worshipped a second. 
But we find that the Evangelists, and even our Lord and Saviour, and the Apostle Paul, also, bring forward many citations as coming from the Old Testament which are not contained in our copies; and on these I shall dilate more fully in their proper places. 

But it is clear from this fact that those are the best mss. [manuscripts] which most correspond with the authoritative words of the New Testament. 
Add to this that Josephus, who gives the story of the Seventy Translators, reports them as translating only the five books of Moses; and we also acknowledge that these are more in harmony with the Hebrew than the rest.

Jerome, 'Preface To The Book Of Hebrew Questions', 5th century AD
The writers of the New Testament were able to validate their message by the same means as the prophets of old – the exercise of the Holy Spirit gifts, which proved that they were authorised by God.

In addition, within the New Testament itself we already have New Testament books being described as Scripture.

To Timothy, Paul writes:
1 Timothy 5:

18 For the scripture says, “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain,” and, “The worker deserves his pay.”


Paul’s first quote is from Deuteronomy 25:4, but his second quote is from Luke 10:17.  It is clear that Paul is placing the gospel of Luke on the same level as Deuteronomy – it is Scripture, inspired by God.

Paul’s own letters were likewise considered Scripture from an early date:

2 Peter 3:

15 And regard the patience of our Lord as salvation, just as also our dear brother Paul wrote to you, according to the wisdom given to him,

16 speaking of these things in all his letters. Some things in these letters are hard to understand, things the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they also do to the rest of the scriptures.

Here Peter places Paul’s letters in the category of ‘Scripture’, thus authorising them as inspired.

Like the books of the Old Testament, the books of the New Testament were written during a time when the Spirit of God was working among His people, and signs and wonders were performed by men to validate their position as inspired teachers and writers of the Divine message.

There is Biblical and historical evidence that the Holy Spirit was withdrawn at the end of the first century, meaning that no more books of Scripture could be written.  
The earliest extra-Biblical record we have of any of the New Testament books being taken as canonical is to be found in a remarkable work called the 'Didache'.

It is dated by some as early as 60 AD, dated by most to be within the 1st century, considered by the vast majority of scholars of textual criticism (at both ends of the spectrum), to be the earliest witness to the post-apostolic Christian community, and to demonstrate a 'primitive Christianity' which is the closest witness to the apostolic era.
One commentator writes:

‘It was written sometime in the late first or early second century and gives good evidence for a structured church's shift in orientation away from spirit-possession.’

Stevan Davies, ‘Jesus The Healer’, page 175, 1995
The Didache speaks of the importance of testing apostles and prophets, using ‘prophet’ in the sense of a teacher rather than one who foretells the future or is inspired by God.

For the Didache, the test of a prophet is not the Spirit gifts (which were the test in the apostolic era), but correct teaching and way of life:
‘1 Whosoever, therefore, shall come and teach you all these things aforesaid, him do ye receive;

2 but if the teacher himself turn and teach another doctrine with a view to subvert you, hearken not to him; but if he come to add to your righteousness, and the knowledge of the Lord, receive him as the Lord. 

3 But concerning the apostles and prophets, thus do ye according to the doctrine of the Gospel.

4 Let every apostle who cometh unto you be received as the Lord.

5 He will remain one day, and if it be necessary, a second; but if he remain three days, he is a false prophet.

6 And let the apostle when departing take nothing but bread until he arrive at his resting-place; but if he ask for money, he is a false prophet.’
The Didache, chapter 11:1-6, 1st century AD

The Didache uses the terms ‘apostle’, ‘teacher’, and ‘prophet’ synonymously, demonstrating that a ‘prophet’ was considered a teacher or leader, but not a Divinely inspired or Spirit gifted individual.
The Didache does not use the phrase ‘in the Spirit’ in the sense of being inspired by God, or being granted a vision of the future (as John uses it in Revelation 1:10; 4:2; 17:3; 21:10), but in the sense of speaking in agreement with the mind and commandments of God (similar to the sense of ‘in the Spirit’ used in Romans 8:9, Galatians 3:3; 5:16, Ephesians 6:18, Philippians 3:3, 1 Timothy 3:16, 1 Peter 4:6).

Thus the Didache warns that even those who bring correct teaching, and who sound as if they are in harmony with God, should be examined to see if their way of life lives up to their teaching:

‘8 But not every one who speaketh in the spirit is a prophet, but he is so who hath the disposition of the Lord; by their dispositions they therefore shall be known, the false prophet and the prophet.

9 And every prophet who ordereth in the spirit that a table shall be laid, shall not eat of it himself, but if he do otherwise, he is a false prophet;

10 and every prophet who teacheth the truth, if he do not what he teacheth is a false prophet;

12 But whoever shall say in the spirit, Give me money, or things of that kind, listen not to him; but if he tell you concerning others that are in need that ye should give unto them, let no one judge him.’

The Didache, chapter 1:8-10, 12, 1st century AD

The Didache makes clear that those who are validated as true prophets (teachers), be treated with respect, and their authority recognised, but warns that prophets must be truly discerned:
‘7 And ye shall not tempt or dispute with any prophet who speaketh in the spirit; for every sin shall be forgiven, but this sin shall not be forgiven.

8 But not every one who speaketh in the spirit is a prophet, but he is so who hath the disposition of the Lord; by their dispositions they therefore shall be known, the false prophet and the prophet.’
The Didache, chapter 1:8-10, 12, 1st century AD

Note the careful warning – any prophet (teacher confirmed as true), who speaks in the Spirit, must be recognised, but not everyone who merely speaks in the Spirit is a prophet.
This strong emphasis on teaching and way of life as the dual test of a true ‘prophet’, ‘apostle’, or ‘teacher’ (rather than the demonstration of the Spirit gifts), and the use of the term ‘prophet’ to speak of a teacher (rather than one who is inspired by God or who has the gifts of the Holy Spirit), demonstrates that as far as the community who wrote the Didache was concerned, the Spirit gifts were no longer the means by which God’s messengers were to be distinguished.  The age of the Spirit gifts had passed.
The Didache then was compiled during a time when the Spirit gifts either had ended, or were practically at an end, and the books of the New Testament as we have them were very likely all complete (with the possible exception of Revelation).

The Didache does not use the term ‘Scripture’, but uses the term ‘gospel’ in the same sense.  Thus it refers to the book of Matthew as ‘the gospel of the Lord’ (15:4), or ‘his gospel’ (8:2), but also describes instruction taken from Paul’s letters as ‘the doctrine [teaching] of the gospel’ (11:3), or else just ‘commandment in the gospel’ (15:3), a phrase which proves that ‘the gospel’ was used as a term not merely for the ‘good news’, but for the inspired books of the apostles.

The Didache is full of direct quotes from, and obvious allusions to, the Scriptures.  It is especially important because of its large number of direct and indirect references to the New Testament.  Here is a summary of its material from the New Testament alone (allusions are in square brackets):
· Matthew
· Mark
· Luke
· Acts
· Romans
· 1 Corinthians
· Galatians
· [Ephesians]
· [Philippians]
· Colossians]
· 1 Thessalonians
· 2 Thessalonians
· 1 Timothy
· Titus
· 1 Peter
· 2 Peter
· James
· [2 John]
· [Jude]
This represents 19 out of the 22 books of the New Testament.  Although only quotes from the gospel of Matthew and certain of Paul’s letters are explicitly identified as Scripture, the fact remains that the Didache uses quotes from or allusions to these books when describing what it defines as the teaching of the apostles.  This is evidence therefore that the community who wrote the Didache considered these books to be authentic records of the apostolic teaching, inspired works.
The importance of the Didache as a witness to an accepted NT canon is appreciated when it is considered that the majority of scholars date the Didache to within the 1st century AD.  

This is immensely significant, because it means that the Didache is a witness to the fact that these works were all composed well within the 1st century AD, and were already considered authoratative by the early post-apostolic Christian community.
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