
How the Canon Was Formed

“Under the name of Holy Scripture, or the Word of God written, are now contained all the books of the 

Old and New Testament, which are these: [...]”.1  How might one finish this sentence?  What books 

might be listed as part of the Old and New Testaments and recognized as being, “the Word of God 

written”?  The quotation above comes from the first chapter, second paragraph, of the Westminster 

Confession of Faith which goes on to list the sixty-six books which are commonly professed by 

Protestant Christians throughout the world.  To a typical believer such a list might seem unnecessary; 

after all, is there really any debate about which books constitute the Bible?  Informed readers, however,

will know that the construction of such a list of canonical books can only be made after certain key 

questions have been answered, - questions such as: “What is the 'canon' and when was it formed?  

What books should be listed as part of the Old Testament?  What about the New Testament?  How 

ought we to respond to the objections of those who would wish to add the Apocrypha to this list?”  This

brief essay will seek to provide answers to these questions and to give the reader a basic understanding 

of how the canon was formed.  

The first question raised is an important one: what is the “canon” and when was it formed?  There are 

actually two related questions here.  The first deals with the definition of canon while the second deals 

with the date of the canon.  Dr. Michael Kruger, a noted New Testament and canonical scholar, 

suggests that, to a large extent, “definition determines date”.2  Put another way, the answer to the first 

question, (what is the canon?) determines the answer to the second question (when was it formed?).  

Kruger explains some of the difficulties related to this first question of definition when he says, “What 

exactly do we mean by the term 'canon'?  Does it refer to books that were widely used by early 

Christians?  Does it refer to books that function as Scripture?  Or, does it refer only to books that are 
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included in a final, closed list?”3   Kruger lists three different definitions for canon, each of which have 

their own unique challenges and contributions.  First, he discusses what might be called the exclusive 

definition of canon.  This defines canon in terms of a final, authoritative list of books compiled and 

accepted by the church.  A definition of canon such as this would lead one to date the canon to around 

the 4th century as it wasn't until then that the church had officially compiled such a list (largely to 

respond to pressures from false teachers and political persecution).4  Another definition of canon would

be the functional definition, which defines the canon as the books which would have been widely used 

and accepted by the church in the early centuries.  Such a definition seeks to understand which books 

were treated as authoritative by the church practically, even if that predates the official lists compiled 

by the church in later centuries.  This definition would date the canon back to the 2nd century.  Finally, 

Kruger mentions what he calls the ontological definition of canon.  This approach seeks to understand 

the essential nature of the canon as: “the Word of God written” to borrow the phrasing of the 

Westminster Confession.  The ontological definition argues that when Luke wrote his gospel, for 

example, it was immediately part of the canon as its authority came from the inspiration and intention 

of the Holy Spirit and not from any functional or exclusive acceptance by the church.  Such a definition

would obviously push the dating of the canon back to the times when the books themselves were 

written during the 1st century.  Kruger suggests that each of these definitions has some merit as well as 

certain deficiencies.  As he puts it, “While the exclusive definition correctly reminds us that a general 

consensus on the boundaries of the canon was not achieved until the Fourth Century, it can give the 

misleading impression that there was little agreement over the core books prior to this period.  While 

the functional definition correctly reminds us that New Testament books served as an authoritative 

norm at quite an early time, it still does not address what these books are in and of themselves.  While 

the ontological definition brings the necessary balance to both these approaches – offering a reminder 
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that these books do not become canonical simply by the actions of the church – it too cannot stand 

alone.  To have only the ontological definition would lead us wrongly to conclude that these books 

were basically lowered from heaven as a complete canon with no development or history in the real 

world.”5  Kruger rightly concludes then that our definition of canon must be broad enough to include 

the balance which these three definitions together bring.  What then, is the canon?  The canon may be 

defined as the list of books which were inspired and intended by the Holy Spirit to function as Scripture

which were accepted, recognized, and received by the church during the first few centuries.  In terms of

dating then, we can say that the canon was written during the 1st century under the inspiration of the 

Holy Spirit and the authority of the Apostles but that the formation of the canon took place over the 

first few centuries as the church received, recognized, used, and formally acknowledged these books.  

With this foundation firmly in place we can briefly discuss the formation of both the Old and New 

Testament canon.  Protestant churches have historically recognized thirty-nine books as part of the Old 

Testament canon.  This canon of the Old Testament was received from the people of Israel (who were 

the majority of believers in the early years of the church) and was interpreted by the early church as the

natural foundation on which the inspired Writings of the New Testament built.  As F.F. Bruce puts it, 

“Our Lord and his apostles might differ from the religious leaders of Israel about the meaning of the 

scriptures; there is no suggestion that they differed about the limits of the scriptures.  'The scriptures' on

whose meaning they differed were not an amorphous collection: when they spoke of 'the scriptures' 

they knew which writings they had in mind and could distinguish them from other writings which were

not included in 'the scriptures.'”6  The New Testament authors, and indeed Jesus himself, often quoted 

the Old Testament as an authoritative canon (c.f. Mark 1:14, Luke 4:18-21, Luke 24:44-46, Acts 8:35; 

10:43).  By the time of Christ's ministry, therefore, the authority and integrity of the Old Testament 
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canon was firmly established.  There was virtually no debate among orthodox theologians about 

whether or not the Scriptures of the Old Testament canon were authoritative.

What then of the New Testament canon?  In his book, The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, B.B. 

Warfield makes the point that, “the Old Testament books were not the only ones which the apostles (by 

Christ's own appointment the authoritative founders of the church) imposed upon the infant churches, 

as their authoritative rule of faith and practice.”7  Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the apostles 

not only wrote, but also recognized, the books of the New Testament canon as Scripture which stood on

equal footing with the books of the Old Testament canon itself.  In 2 Peter 3:16, the apostle Peter refers 

explicitly to Paul's letters as being of equal authority with, “the other Scriptures” and, as Warfield says, 

“the apostle Paul combines, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, the book of Deuteronomy 

and the Gospel of Luke under the common head of 'Scripture' (1 Timothy 5:18).”8  It was clear to the 

apostolic church that God was continuing to reveal himself through Christ and the apostles just as He 

had through the prophets in the Old Testament (c.f. Hebrews 1).  Returning to our earlier discussion 

about the definition and date of the canon, we remember that in the decades following the writing of 

the twenty-seven books of the New Testament, the church began to functionally receive and use these 

books, and by the 4th century, had formally and officially acknowledged and compiled the lists we have 

today.  

This leads us to our final question: how ought we to respond to the objections of those who would wish

to add the Apocrypha to this list?  Much could be said about this complex subject, but first we must 

understand what is meant by the term “Apocrypha” and where it came from.  New Testament scholar, 

Bruce Metzger, helpfully answers these questions by stating that, “According to widespread usage 

today, 'the Apocrypha' is the designation applied to a collection of fourteen or fifteen books, or portions
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of books, written during the last two centuries before Christ and the first century of the Christian era.”9 

These books were not present in the original Hebrew canon of the Old Testament but appeared in the 

Greek translation of the Old Testament known as the Septuagint.  From there, various editions of the 

Scriptures began to include some (or all) of these writings alongside the canonical books of the Old and

New Testaments.  Sometimes these books were distinguished from the Scriptures, and sometimes they 

were referred to as Scripture by various church fathers.10  The Greek church in the East tended to reject 

these Apocryphal books while the Western church was more accepting of them.  By the time of the 

Reformation the Apocrypha was more widely accepted, although there was, “a continuous succession 

of the more Learned Fathers and theologians in the West [who] maintained the distinctive and unique 

authority of the books of the Hebrew canon.”11  The Protestant Reformation brought these books under 

renewed scrutiny and led to the position articulated in the Westminster Confession which states, “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.”12  This rejection of the Apocrypha is supported by several 

points.  First, these books were absent from the original Hebrew canon.  Second, they received uneven 

acceptance among the early church, (Kruger points out that even theologians who cited certain 

Apocryphal books as Scripture did so with far less frequency than with canonical books.)13  Finally, 

virtually all of the church fathers (Jerome being chief among them) who possessed a knowledge of 

Hebrew (and of the details of the Hebrew canon) rejected these books as Scripture, believing them to 

be an addition to the original Hebrew canon.14
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Much more could be said about the various issues and disputes which have arisen surrounding the issue

of canon, yet even this cursory discussion should serve to encourage us in the authority, sufficiency, 

and reliability of the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament canon.  As we understand how the canon

was formed we are reminded of the comforting words of Isaiah 40:8, “The grass withers, the flower 

fades, but the Word of our God will stand forever.”


