How Did We Get Our Bible?

Part Two: The New Testament

Canon - Comes from a Greek word originally referring to a reed used as a standard measurement of length. It came to refer to other things considered the standard for authority. When used in reference to the Bible, it refers to the books understood to be authoritative and inspired by God and considered as much as Scripture as the Old Testament.
Gospel - Means "good news." It can refer to the good news that Jesus rose from the dead, but can also include all the teaching and doctrine of the apostles. Later, the word "gospel" also came to refer to the biographies of Jesus Christ's life, death and resurrection.

From the Apostles
Originally, the gospel was spread orally by the apostles and other disciples.

Act 5:42 - And every day, in the temple and from house to house, [the apostles] did not cease teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ.

Acts 8:1-4 - ...And there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles... Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word.
1 Corinthians 15:1-8 - Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which you received, in which you stand, and by which you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to you--unless you believed in vain. 

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.

Galatians 1:11-12 - For I would have you know, brothers, that the gospel that was preached by me is not man's gospel. For I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ.
Colossians 1:5-7 - ...Of this you have heard before in the word of the truth, the gospel, which has come to you ... since the day you heard it and understood the grace of God in truth, just as you learned it from Epaphras our beloved fellow servant. He is a faithful minister of Christ on your behalf...

The first Christian writings that survive are Paul's writings that span from the early 50's to the mid 60's AD when he was executed by the Roman Emperor Nero. Many of Paul's letters, though directed toward a particular church or person, seem to often be intended to be copied and passed on to others. Collections of Paul's writings became widespread among churches to the point where Peter refers to Paul's writings. It is also acknowledged by Peter that Paul's writings were inspired by God and considered just as much Scripture as the Old Testament.

1 Thessalonians 5:27 - I put you under oath before the Lord to have this letter read to all the brothers.

Colossians 4:16 -  And when this letter has been read among you, have it also read in the church of the Laodiceans; and see that you also read the letter from Laodicea.

2 Peter 3:15-16 - And count the patience of our Lord as salvation, just as our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, as he does in all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters. There are some things in them that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures.

There were some forging letters from Paul as early as he wrote 2 Thessalonians (The second letter we have chronologically.)

2 Thessalonians 2:1-2 - ...we ask you, brothers, not to be quickly shaken in mind or alarmed, either by a spirit or a spoken word, or a letter seeming to be from us...

2 Thessalonians 3:17 - I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand. This is the sign of genuineness in every letter of mine; it is the way I write.
Galatians 6:11 - See with what large letters I am writing to you with my own hand.
The first gospels were written in the 60's (or possibly 50s). The last books to be written chronologically were the writings of John, his gospel, epistles and Revelation. They were written closer to the end of the first century.
After the Apostles

Church Fathers - The books written by early Christian writers after the age of the apostles. The writings of these men serve as historical references to Christianity as it develops over the centuries after the apostles.

Gnostics - Various heretical movements in Christianity that valued secret knowledge as the key to salvation over faith. Gnostics believed in (among other things) continual revelation from God.

There was no human central authority in Christianity. The development of the New Testament canon as we know it now was a gradual process. Different areas had certain books, and some books took a while to be accepted as Scripture throughout the church. In some places there were books considered canonical that eventually were left out of the canon.
The Gospels

The fourfold gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, were collected together at an early date. It was referred to as "The Gospel" not "The Gospels" (because there is one gospel, and four accounts). About AD 115 Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, refers to 'The Gospel' as an authoritative writing, and as he knew more than one of the four 'Gospels' it may well be that by 'The Gospel' he means the fourfold collection which went by that name.

Around 160 AD, a Christian writer named Tatian attempted to combine the four gospels into one singular narrative. Tatian's Harmony is often called the Diastesseron.
By the time of Irenaeus, who was bishop of Lyons in Gaul about AD 180, the idea of a fourfold Gospel was as obvious a fact as the four cardinal points of the compass or the four winds:

For as there are four quarters of the world in which we live, and four universal winds, and as the Church is dispersed over all the earth, and the gospel is the pillar and base of the Church and the breath of life, so it is natural that it should have four pillars, breathing immortality from every quarter and kindling the life of men anew. Whence it is manifest that the Word, the architect of all things, who sits upon the cherubim and holds all things together, having been manifested to men, has given us the gospel in fourfold form, but held together by one Spirit.

Irenaeus' Against Heresies 3.11.8
Acts

Acts is the continuation of the gospel of Luke, and was accepted early on as just as authoritative as Luke.

Paul's Epistles

Paul's writings were also bundled together at an early date, and are included in early canon lists and quoted often by early church fathers.

The Debated Books

The only books about which there was any substantial doubt after the middle of the second century were some of those which come at the end of our New Testament. Origen (185-254) mentions the four Gospels, the Acts, the thirteen Paulines, 1 Peter, 1 John and Revelation as acknowledged by all; he says that Hebrews, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James and Jude, with the 'Epistle of Barnabas,' the Shepherd of Hermas, the Didache, and the 'Gospel according to the Hebrews,' were disputed by some. Eusebius (c. 265-340) mentions as generally acknowledged all the books of our New Testament except James, Jude, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, which were disputed by some, but recognized by the majority. Athanasius in 367 AD lays down the twenty-seven books of our New Testament as alone canonical; shortly afterwards Jerome and Augustine followed his example in the West.
Books were considered canonical based on their connection with the apostles, which means that books needed to be written by an apostle (or someone closely linked with an apostle), early (from the time of the apostles), and inspired (true to the apostles' teaching). Books were eliminated because they were not connected with an apostle (Didache), not early enough to actually have been written by the one it claimed was the author (Epistle of Barnabas), or did not conform with the teachings of books already known to be inspired (various Gnostic writings).

Books that were not as well-circulated like 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James and Jude were eventually seen to fit all the criteria. Revelation was disputed by some because it was strange, but none could seriously challenge its apostolic origin. Hebrews was disputed by some because it was anonymous, but it was early, and its message was enough to prove its apostolic origination, even if the identity of the author is now lost.
It is important to note that books did not become authoritative because they were "put in the canon." They were included in the canon because they were already understood to be authoritative. 



� Some information adapted from "The Canon of the New Testament" by F. F. Bruce.
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