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It needs to be emphasized that the New Testament [NT] was not an original or 

even a particularly early feature of Christianity. Rather, the NT developed only 

gradually over the course of several centuries, as the result of a complex variety 

of conditioning factors in the life of the ancient church, and did not attain the 

form in which we know it until the late fourth century. 

During the first and most of the second century, it would have been impossible to 

foresee that such a collection would emerge. Therefore, it ought not to be 

assumed that the existence of the NT is a necessary or self-explanatory fact. 

Nothing dictated that there should be a NT at all. Furthermore, even when the 

idea of such a collection took hold, it remained for a long time uncertain what its 

substance and shape would be, and it might have taken any number of different 

forms than the one it ultimately acquired. Many possibilities were open.  

So, just as the existence of a NT was not foreordained, neither were its contents. 

And our familiarity with the NT should not blind us to the genuine peculiarities of 

its substance: for example, that it contains four Gospels instead of only one 

(especially when the first three are so similar and the fourth so different); or that 

it contains so many letters of Paul but so few of any other writer; or that it 

contains only one prophetic book (Revelation) and only one historical book 

(Acts). It is not obvious why the NT embraces just these documents and not 

others—when there were many others which could have been included—or why, 

conversely, it contains as many and various documents as it does. – The New 

Testament Canon: Its Making and Meaning, page 12, Harry Y. Gamble 

  



 

6 

 

 

 

To the Reader 

The subjects discussed in this Study are so significant that you must verify 

everything for yourself. Never accept anything without question. 

Study relentlessly with vigour and passion. 

Assume nothing. 

Do not be put off by the possible consequences of investigation. Do not confine 

research in order to confirm your existing beliefs or creeds. 

Have courage as you keep your mind open to the impact of the relentless pursuit 

of knowledge. 

Read widely, especially material you disagree with. 

Endure the discipline of writing. 
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The Battle for Minds 

The subjects discussed in this Study are profoundly and critically important. They go to the heart of 

Christianity – the Bible, and to the New Testament [NT] in particular. 

As the title Why Does the Watchtower Society Accept Christendom’s Scriptures? indicates, this Study 

is even more focused. At the same time, this Study brings to the fore key issues that have to be 

addressed by any person who is aware of the NT. 

 
This Study focuses on external aspects of the NT: 

This Study briefly touches across the issues. Hopefully it provides a stimulus that generates relentless, 

committed, thoughtful research. Surprises and challenging discoveries await. The struggles of people 

long dead can be relived, while their influences are seen to live on. They shaped the very course of 

Western civilisation. 

The Watchtower Bible and Tract Society [WTS] includes the word “Bible” in its name. It claims that 

the Bible is the “Word of God”. Does the WTS promote its position with consistency, integrity and 

openness? Is the WTS reliable? Can it be trusted? Should anyone totally commit their life to anything 

and everything that the WTS says? Consideration of the manner in which the WTS defends its use of 

the Bible provides clues. 

Why Does the Watchtower Society 
Accept Christendom’s Scriptures? 

The Watchtower Bible and Tract Society [WTS] makes every effort to differentiate itself from 

mainstream Christianity. The WTS employs beliefs to build and maintain a fence around its followers. 

Ironically, or rather hypocritically, the WTS uses the Scriptures created by that Christian Church, its 

“New Testament” for the source of its beliefs. 

The WTS reasons that the Church apostatised by the end of the first century, and that following the 

death of the last Apostle there was no formal organisation for the following 1900 years. Nevertheless, 

the Scriptures that the WTS relies on were decided on during several centuries of discussion and 

argument by the bulk of followers and confirmed by Church Fathers. 
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The Church took hundreds of years of arguments before deciding which writings would make up its 

list of sacred Scriptures. In 367, some 300 years after the deaths of Peter and Paul, the Trinitarian 

Father Athanasius was the first to produce the list of books that correspond with the 27 books 

accepted by the WTS. Even after Athanasius produced his list, argument continued for centuries 

before wide agreement was reached. 

No original text has survived. Although there are thousands of early manuscripts, no two are alike. 

The texts suffered corruption through the accidental and deliberate changes. The WTS exploits this 

corruption when argues for its insertion of the word “Jehovah” into the NT text. 

Modern Bible scholars employ Textual (Lower) Criticism to form a text they believe closely 

resembles the original text. The WTS accepts their products and it totally depends on the Church’s 

Bible scholars. 

Why does the WTS say that it is not part of the Christian community whose Scriptures its accepts? 

Why does the WTS accept this list of writings? 

The subjects are deeply significant; scholars have wrestled with these subjects and produced volumes 

covering thousands of pages. The Bibliography provides a sample. 

The Watchtower’s model of the early Christendom 

In the following statements, the WTS unequivocally states that the end of the first century witnessed 

widespread false teachings (“such as the Trinity and the immortality of the human soul”), disunity, 

rebellion, and the emergence of a clergy class. The WTS says this apostasy spread widely, affecting 

many. 

There is no small degree of irony in the fact that the following New Testament passages that the WTS 

cites were decided to be Scripture by the bulk of the people in the centuries after the first century, and 

were argued for by the “clergy class”, and were promoted by Bishops such as the Trinitarian 

Athanasius. Where does the WTS think the New Testament came from? 

The apostasy had already started in the first century, but the apostles were like “a 

restraint.” They prevented false teachings from infecting the Christian congregation. (2 

Thessalonians 2:3, 6, 7) 

However, once the last apostle died, the apostasy spread, and the wheat and the weeds 

grew together for many centuries. During that time, the weeds became many and the 

wheat became few. There was no organized group regularly giving out spiritual food.
1
 

---------------------- 

The apostle Paul warned that disunity would develop. To Christians in Thessalonica who 

thought that Christ’s presence was imminent, he wrote: “Let no one seduce you in any 

manner, because it [Jehovah’s day] will not come unless the apostasy comes first and the 

man of lawlessness gets revealed, the son of destruction.”—2 Thessalonians 2:3. 

This “man of lawlessness” introduced apostasy and rebellion into the Christian 

congregation. Who is he? Not any individual man but, rather, the clergy class of 

Christendom. This class elevated itself over the apostate congregation relatively soon 

after the death of Jesus’ apostles, and eventually came to teach pagan philosophies, such 

as the Trinity and the immortality of the human soul. (Acts 20:29, 30; 2Peter 2:1-3) 

Like a lethal virus, it infected the professing Christian congregation with demon-inspired 

ideas that would lead inevitably to disunity.—Galatians 5:7-10. The contagion had 

already started in the apostle Paul’s day.
2
 

                                                      
1
 The Watchtower, July 15, 2013, page 18 

2
 The Watchtower, July 1, 1994, page 5 
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1: A MAELSTROM OF CONFLICTING IDEAS 

Each subject touched on in this Study is wide and deep. Many pages in many volumes are devoted to 

them. They are significant. This Chapter and the following one present voices relevant to this Study. 

From its outset, controversy has continued to be a feature of Christianity. Even though the majority of 

current Christianity has a united allegiance to a common set of writings – the Bible – nevertheless 

they have divisions and notable differences. Imagine the wide diversity of Christianity of the first 

several hundred years when they had no agreement on which writings were their sacred Scriptures. 

During that period, a multitude of voices clamoured to be heard as each sought allegiance to its cause. 

This Study focuses on a few voices that are relevant. 

The Christian sect that ultimately succeeded decided the Scriptures, the beliefs and the practices. The 

success of that arm of Christianity shaped the destiny of Western civilisation. Was the successful 

group the true and proper one? Did that group make the correct decision on the makeup of the New 

Testament? Why did it take centuries of argument and discussion for that group to agree on the list of 

sacred Scriptures? 

Splits, present and past 

Although the current-day Christian Church operates from a common sets set of sacred Scriptures, it 

functions as an innumerable number of sects and church communities. It is said that each community 

focuses on a particular set of writings within that common Canon; this operation from a favoured set 

of Scriptures is often described as having “a canon within a Canon”. 

The Christian Church of the first few centuries was riven by splits, even more markedly than in the 

later centuries. Those communities had no recognised set of Scriptures and local communities 

accepted a wider range of writings than is accepted today. 

Reflecting on centuries of the experiences by these separate communities, one section of the Christian 

community drew up recommended lists. This process continued for more than 600 years, although the 

Canon was later questioned during the Middle Ages, and is raised among Bible Scholars today. 

This Study focuses on external aspects of the Christian Scriptures – the features that led to its 

formation. Aspects of the internal drivers cannot be totally ignored, Marcion’s rejection of the God of 

the Hebrew Scriptures, presented earlier in this Chapter as with the Ebioinite’s teachings on Jesus 

Christ. These touch on the Christological turmoil that engulfed the nascent Church, and which 

requires a completely separate Study. The topic of the developing Christology, including the 

imposition of the Trinity by the Spanish Theodosius in 381 is equally critical, along with the 

acrimonious outcomes
3
, but the details lie outside the scope of this Study. 

Heresy 

It is instructive to relive the environment that gave rise to the Canonisation of the Christian Scriptures 

by introducing teachings declared by the proto-orthodox Church Fathers as “heresies”. 

The times produced a maelstrom of conflicting ideas jostling for the allegiance of willing minds, 

which ultimately forced the proto-orthodox Church Fathers to decide which formed their sacred 

Scriptures. 

While the word heresy is rather common today, its meaning was far from clear in 

antiquity. Normally the term refers to individuals or groups within the Christian tradition 

who stray from orthodoxy, generally in reference to the nature of God or Jesus. The 

difficulty in defining heresy in antiquity is that normative Christianity (orthodoxy) had 

not yet been universally defined.
4
 

---------------------------- 

                                                      
3
 Read, for example, Freeman, New History, pages 238-253 

4
 McDonald, Biblical Canon, page 323 
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These so-called heretical groups were not insignificant in number, and indeed if 

combined they may have outnumbered those in the so-called orthodox churches through 

most of the second century.
5
 

The “Orthodox” defined the others as “Heretics” 

“Winners are grinners”. “The Victor writes the History”. This is so true with the sect that ultimately 

became the dominant Christian force. Its dominance was recognised and spread by Emperor 

Constantine and its beliefs were further influenced by Emperor Theodosius. 

This group named became known as the “orthodox”, meaning “right thinking”. Other groups were 

named as “heretics” because they made a different decision. The Orthodox said they were not only 

right but they had always been right; this group owed its origins to the Apostle Paul. Some modern 

Scholars call the pre-Constantine phase of the group “Paulines” or “proto-orthodox”. (The word 

“proto” means “before”.) 

The sects labelled “heretics” considered themselves genuine Christians whose allegiance lay equally 

with Jesus. 

The ultimate triumph 

The group that ultimately triumphed  considered themselves to be true followers of Jesus. Since they 

had the “right belief” they became known as “orthodox”. Their Christian opponents, the Ebionites, 

Marcionites, Montanists, Gnostics, Docetists, Valentinians, Sabellianists, and others also considered 

themselves to be true followers of Jesus.. 

Much of the writings produced by the heretics no longer exists. This might be the result of the 

persecution of 303 CE by Diocletian, destruction by the victorious proto-orthodox, or the fact that as a 

sect ceased to exist no one bothered to keep copying the perishable materials. No writings of the 

influential Marcionites remain; however, since the movement was so influential its beliefs are 

provided through the voluminous writings of centuries by their opposing Church Fathers (who were 

“orthodox”, “Paulines”). 

Was Paul so very different to these heretics? He also had visions; he also created mystical meanings, 

such as meanings he found with baptism, or the “Blood” and “Bread” of the Last Supper – which he 

learned from a vision that came to him directly from Christ, not from any human source. 

The Church Fathers and the churches that ultimately delivered a list (canon) of sacred Scriptures, 

could not be described to be in any way in complete harmony with one another. They added to the 

cacophony of the conflicting ideas. The nation that consistently sought for harmony and unity 

imposed its will upon this babble of conflicting ideas. It became involved in the internal disharmonies 

that existed within one voice within the maelstrom of Christian ideas and drove then. That nation was 

the city-state of Rome. The men who strove for harmony, even to the point of deciding doctrine, were 

Constantine (courtesy of a dream and a victory in battle) and Theodosius. They promoted Christianity; 

and they promoted only one of its many voices – the Paulines.. The outcomes included the rejection of 

Arianism (Theodosius in 381) and ultimately the list of sacred Scriptures, the New Testament. Why 

does the Watchtower Society accept the list of books that resulted? It rejects the Trinitarian doctrine 

that was imposed by Theodosius yet in the same breath the WTS accepts the New Testament that the 

process created. 

If Constantine had not installed Christianity as the state religion, Western civilisation would have 

been completely different. If Constantine had installed a different form of Christianity, then the list of 

sacred Scriptures, the teachings, and the practices, would have been completely different. 

 

                                                      
5
 McDonald, Biblical Canon, page 323 
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The Jerusalem Church 

The WTS makes it very plain that its allegiance lies with the Church leadership at Jerusalem. Using 

its self-appointed designation of Governing Body, the WTS leaders clearly state the identification: 

By 49 C.E., the surviving apostles had been joined by certain other qualified elders. “The 

apostles and older men in Jerusalem” served as a governing body.
6
 

Some morphed as Ebionites 

Scholars say that elements of the Jerusalem Church, with its Jewish roots and focus, morphed into the 

sect known as the Ebionites. 

The Ebionites, who traced their lineage back to the Jerusalem apostles of Jesus.
7
 

-------------------------- 

The Ebionites, for example, claimed to present the views advocated by Peter, Jesus’ 

closest disciple, and by James, his brother.
8
 

-------------------------- 

As followers of Jesus, the Ebionites remained as an element of Judaism. Their legalist views are best 

described in the Matthew Gospel (not one jot or one tittle would be removed from Moses – indeed, 

the requirements were strengthened from external observance to consideration of the innermost 

thoughts. Guilt was based on thinking, on intention, not on their execution; there was no need to act 

out those thoughts to be deemed guilty. 

Proto-orthodox authors clearly agree that the Ebionites were and understood themselves 

to be Jewish followers of Jesus. They were not the only group of Jewish-Christians 

known to have existed at the time, but they were the group that generated some of the 

greatest opposition. 

The Ebionite Christians that we are best informed about believed that Jesus was the 

Jewish Messiah sent from the Jewish God to the Jewish people in fulfillment of the 

Jewish Scriptures. They also believed that to belong to the people of God, one needed to 

be Jewish. As a result, they insisted on observing the Sabbath, keeping kosher, and 

circumcising all males. That sounds very much like the position taken by the opponents 

of Paul in Galatia. It may be that the Ebionite Christians were their descendants, physical 

or spiritual. An early source, Irenaeus, also reports that the Ebionites continued to 

reverence Jerusalem, evidently by praying in its direction during their daily acts of 

worship. 

Their insistence on staying (or becoming) Jewish should not seem especially peculiar 

from a historical perspective, since Jesus and his disciples were Jewish. But the 

Ebionites’ Jewishness did not endear them to most other Christians, who believed that 

Jesus allowed them to bypass the requirements of the Law for salvation. The Ebionites, 

however, maintained that their views were authorized by the original disciples, especially 

by Peter and Jesus’ own brother, James, head of the Jerusalem church after the 

resurrection. 

One other aspect of the Ebionites’ Christianity that set it apart from that of most other 

Christian groups was their understanding of who Jesus was. The Ebionites did not 

subscribe to the notion of Jesus’ preexistence or his virgin birth.
9
 

--------------------- 

The more lenient view, expressed by the Church Fathers, states that the Ebionites-

Nazarenes were Jewish followers of Jesus who remained faithful observers of the Mosaic 

                                                      
6
 The Watchtower, July 15, 2013, page 17 

7
 Ehrman, Orthodox Corruption, page 99 

8
 Ehrman, Lost Christianities, page 234 

9
 Ehrman, Lost Christianities, page 100 
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Law, but believed in the miraculous birth of the Messiah. The more rigorous form of 

Ebionism denied both the virginal conception and the divinity of Christ. Moreover, they 

all rejected the letters of Paul, whom they considered an apostate, and Eusebius further 

specifies that they held only the now lost Aramaic Gospel according to the Hebrews as 

authentic.
10

 

-------------------------- 

The Ebionite Christians “use[d] the Gospel according to Matthew only, and repudiate[d] 

the Apostle Paul, maintaining that he was an apostate from the Law”. Eusebius report 

that the Ebionites used the Gospel of the Hebrews seems to be confirmed by Epiphanius, 

who claims that the Ebionites received the Gospel of Matthew but called it the Gospel of 

the Hebrews.
11

 

-------------------------- 

The Ebionites self-consciously traced their lineage back to apostolic times, and like the 

earliest followers of Jesus worked to preserve their Jewish identity and customs, 

including the practices of circumcision and kashrut. Although a variety of Christologies 

are attested for such groups, they are most commonly portrayed as adoptionists who 

rejected both the notion of Jesus’ pre-existence and the doctrine of his virgin birth, 

maintaining instead that Jesus was a “normal” human being, born of natural generation: 

“They regard [Christ] as plain and ordinary, a man esteemed as righteous through 

growth of character and nothing more, the child of a normal union between a man 

and Mary” (Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. III, 27). 

Jesus was distinct only because of his exemplary righteousness, on account of which God 

chose him to be his Son at his baptism and gave him his messianic mission. This he 

fulfilled by dying on the cross, after which God raised him from the dead and exalted 

him to heaven. From there he was expected to return to Jerusalem, the city of God, which 

still preserved its sacred status. 

The heresiological sources agree that the Ebionites accepted the binding authority of the 

Old Testament (and therefore the continuing validity of the Law) but rejected the 

authority of the apostate apostle, Paul. The sources do not agree about the character and 

contours of the gospel used by the Ebionites.
12

 

Docetism 

Was Jesus a real human or could he simply appear to be human?  

Docetism was an ancient belief that very early came to be proscribed .as heretical by 

proto-orthodox Christians because it denied the reality of Christ’s suffering and death. 

Two forms of the belief were widely known. 

According to some docetists, Christ was so completely divine that he could not be 

human. As God he could not have a material body like the rest of us; as divine he could 

not actually suffer and die. This, then, was the view that Jesus was not really a flesh-and-

blood human but only “appeared” to be so (the Greek word for “appear” or “seem” is 

doceo, hence the terms docetic/docetism). For these docetists, Jesus’ body was a 

phantasm. 

There were other Christians charged with being docetic who took a slightly different 

tack. For them, Jesus was a real flesh-and-blood human. But Christ was a separate 

person, a divine being who, as God, could not experience pain and death. In this view, 

the divine Christ descended from heaven in the form of a dove at Jesus’ baptism and 

entered into him;’ the divine Christ then empowered Jesus to perform miracles and 

                                                      
10

 Vermes, Christian Beginnings, page 85 
11

 McDonald, Biblical Canon, page 292 (footnote) 
12

 Ehrman, Orthodox Corruption, page 51 
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deliver spectacular teachings, until the end when, before Jesus died (since the divine 

cannot die), the Christ left him once more. That is why Jesus cried out, “My God, my 

God, why have you forsaken me?” (see Mark 15:34). Or as it can be more literally 

translated, “Why have you left me behind?” For these Christians, God had left Jesus 

behind, by reascending to heaven, leaving the man Jesus to die alone on the cross. 

For proto-orthodox Christians, both forms of docetism were strictly off-limits. With 

regard to the first—Jesus the phantasm—they asked: If Jesus did not have a real body, 

how could he really die? And if he did not die, how could his death bring salvation? If he 

did not have real blood, how could he shed his blood for the sins of the world? With 

regard to the second view—Jesus and Christ as separate beings—they asked: If the 

divine element in Jesus did not suffer and die, how was his death different from that of 

any other crucified man? How could his death be redemptive? It might be a miscarriage 

of justice, perhaps, or a bad end to a good man. But it would be of no real relevance to 

the plan of God for salvation.
13

 

Sabellianism 

In this view, the one God manifested himself in three different forms. 

Sabellius was a Christian priest and theologian, b. probably Libya or Egypt. He went to 

Rome, became the leader of those who accepted the doctrine of modalistic 

monarchianism, and was excommunicated by Pope St. Calixtus I in 220. Opposing the 

orthodox teaching of “essential Trinity,” Sabellius advanced the doctrine of the 

“economic Trinity.” God, he held, was one indivisible substance, but with three 

fundamental activities, or modes, appearing successively as the Father (the creator and 

lawgiver), as the Son (the redeemer), and as the Holy Spirit (the maker of life and the 

divine presence within men).
14

 

-------------------------- 

The doctrine of the Trinity had been elaborated during the first centuries of the Christian 

era by incorporating aspects of Greek neo-Platonic philosophy into a theology that came 

out of the Old Testament. The official version, institutionalised in the Council of Nicea 

in the 4th century was a rather shaky compromise, attempting to steer between various 

heresies. Followers of Arius, for example, had thought the trinity idea incompatible with 

monotheism, and so denied the divinity of Christ and the Holy Spirit. Followers of 

Sabellius, on the other hand, watered down the trinity idea to the “modalist” claim of the 

three persons as just different aspects or faces or “masks” or “modes”--of a single 

substance.
15

 

Gnosticism16 

As their name suggests, Gnostics believed in the significance of knowledge.  

The most important “heresy” that the early Church faced, was Gnosticism. It was all but 

unknown in the western half of the Roman Empire, but quite common in the major urban 

centers of the east. As such it was a threat to the “orthodox” or literalist Christians, and 

they resolved to put an end to it by the beginning of the 4th century. It was all but dead 

by the end of the 5th century, in spite of the contributions it made to the growth of 

Christianity. …  

                                                      
13

 Ehrman, Lost Christianities, page 15 
14

 http://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com/Sabellius (accessed 12 January 2014) 
15

 http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Leibniz+and+Newton+on+space%2c+time+and+the+trinity-a0270365635 

(accessed 12 January 2014) 
16

 Ehrman, Lost Christianities, pages 116-134; Meyer, Gnostic Gospels, pages x-xiii; Hart, Story of Christianity, 

pages 48-54. Ample material is available on the www. 

http://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com/Sabellius
http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Leibniz+and+Newton+on+space%2c+time+and+the+trinity-a0270365635
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Gnosticism was merely the last “incarnation” of a very old belief system, going back at 

least to the 6th century BCE and probably much further even than that. That belief 

system was known as Orpheanism, after the Greek hero Orpheus. … 

Intrinsic to all Orphean communities, up to and including Gnosticism, was a belief in a 

dualistic universe — made up of matter and light. Matter was considered evil by nature, 

the purview of an evil god, gods, or demons. Light was considered good by nature, the 

realm of the divine, that god being a solitary, aloof being. That god, called “the divine 

unknowable,” “the immeasurable,” etc. had created the universe, but the lesser beings 

had corrupted it by meddling with matter.  

Humanity, like the universe as a whole, had a dual nature: an evil side, grounded in the 

physical body, and a good side, anchored in the soul. These two natures warred with one 

another, in the heart of each and every person. Moreover, because people tended to fall 

back on their physicality, the evil side tended to “win out,” which explains the sorry state 

of the human condition. … 

Around the turn of the first century, the “fire of faith” flared anew, throughout the 

Roman Empire, especially in the east. A number of mystery religions exploded in 

numbers. Christianity was only one of them. Another was Mithraism, which had already 

gotten a foothold in the Roman world when Pompey, erstwhile collaborator of Julius 

Caesar, joined Mithras, around 63 BCE. Other similar movements sprang to life, some of 

them brand-new, others founded on older movements.  

Orphean-inspired people were, apparently, among the first to latch on to the young 

Christian movement. They saw Jesus Christ as an embodiment of the “divine 

knowledge,” or λογος (Logos), to whom the “divine wisdom” or σοφια (Sophia) had 

given birth. They considered the ancient Hebrew God, YHWH, the Demiurge, or the 

author of the woes of the material. To them, Jesus represented deliverance from the 

enslavement of the Demiurge, as well as the architect of spiritual advancement. 

Furthermore they believed that Jesus had taught the apostles things which were never put 

in writing, and which should not be put in writing, which they, themselves, were privy to; 

these were their “secret doctrines,” open only to the initiated, and only after the “outer 

mysteries” or publicly-acknowledged teachings, had been mastered.  

Of course, all of this did not happen overnight. The Orpheans were mingled in with the 

rest of the Christian community. Because Christianity was young, there was no 

“established” sole doctrine, so individual interpretations of Christ’s message were not 

frowned upon.  

The Orphean version of Christianity did not emerge as a distinct Christian movement, 

until the late second century CE. By this time it went by the name “Gnostic,” from the 

Greek word γνωσις (gnosis) meaning “knowledge, to know” (referring to its quest for 

knowledge of the divine).  

Although it had a label, Gnosticism was not a comprehensive package of doctrines, but 

rather, simply a mystical, Orphean-inspired approach to Christianity. As such, not all 

Gnostics were actually “heretical” or teaching things that other Christians didn’t.  

Perhaps the greatest issue diving Gnosticism from mainstream Christianity, in addition to 

the “secret doctrines,” was Docetism, which is to say, the belief that Jesus did not really 

die. Gnostics claimed that Jesus had never actually come in true physical form — for if 

he had, he’d have been corrupted by the inherent evil of the physical — but that his 

bodily existence had been merely an illusion. When he was crucified, his spirit fled, so 

that he never actually died.  

Note that many Christians even of the mainstream variety were Docetists. Among them 

was Origen, a Church Father whose writings show a good deal of Gnostic inspiration — 

though at the time, he was not known as a Gnostic. Other Church Fathers, and even later 
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Christian theologians and religious figures, have taken the stance that Jesus had not 

actually physically manifested.  

Docetism, however, proved ultimately to be Gnosticism’s undoing. While not all 

Gnostics agreed on everything — in fact, there was a good deal of variance among the 

Gnostic congregations — they all did believe that the material, the physical was 

inherently evil, and therefore they all agreed that Jesus could not actually have lived in 

physical form.  

In a series of synods in the east, in the middle of the third century, Docetism was 

denounced, several times over. It became a severe point of contention for many 

mainstream Christians.  

The Gnostics didn’t take seriously the denunciation of Docetism. Largely educated, and 

somewhat elitist in their views, they viewed the mainstream Christians as simple-minded 

buffoons. Their denunciation carried no weight, with them. Besides, they had no use for 

bishops or their pronouncements. In fact, they disliked the idea of a hierarchy. While 

they observed several levels of doctrinal initiation, they didn’t look to any single person 

as a spiritual authority. What mattered was one’s spiritual knowledge, not one’s rank in a 

strictly-human organization.  

Moreover, the idea of doctrinal disputes was one that Gnostics simply didn’t care about. 

They believed in individuals learning to understand the divine, by themselves. One 

person’s understanding might not be the same as another’s. So they did not care about 

cohesiveness of doctrine, and again, considered the mainstream’s efforts at establishing a 

single doctrine, to be tilting at windmills.  

The Gnostics went their merry way, and in fact, possibly due to their elitist ideas, they 

attracted a good number of educated followers. Mainstream Christianity saw this as a 

threat — the Gnostics were taking away the most erudite and desirable believers! They 

found more grounds on which to attack Gnosticism — mainly by calling them polytheists 

(because of their beliefs in a God, a Demiurge, in a separate Jesus, etc.), which the 

Gnostics did not understand. The subordinate deities of their belief system, they equated 

with angels and demons, in which the mainstream Christians believed.  

The division among the Christians grew, until Emperor Constantine, in 325, called a 

general Council, in order to heal the rifts. He had invited some Gnostics to attend, 

however, they did not take the Council seriously. If any did attend, we don’t know about 

it. Thus, with no Gnostics present, the Council immediately, with little debate, 

denounced it as heresy.  

Over the next century, the mainstream Christians became an organized Church with 

considerable political influence, and they used it to go after the Gnostics, with all the 

methods at their disposal.
17

 

------------------------------- 

A one-sentence description of Gnosticism: a religion that differentiates the evil god of 

this world (who is identified with the god of the Old Testament) from a higher more 

abstract God revealed by Jesus Christ, a religion that regards this world as the creation of 

a series of evil archons/powers who wish to keep the human soul trapped in an evil 

physical body, a religion that preaches a hidden wisdom or knowledge only to a select 

group as necessary for salvation or escape from this world.  

The term “gnostic” derives from “gnosis,” which means “knowledge” in Greek. The 

Gnostics believed that they were privy to a secret knowledge about the divine, hence the 

name. (Huxley coined “agnosticism” on the basis that all knowledge must be based on 
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reason. We cannot rationally claim to have access to knowledge that is beyond the 

powers of the intellect.)  

There are numerous references to the Gnostics in second century proto-orthodox 

literature. Most of what we know about them is from the polemic thrown at them by the 

early Church Fathers. 

They are alluded to in the Bible in the pastorals (spurious Paulines of 1 Timothy, 2 

Timothy, and Titus), for example 1 Tm 1:4 and 1 Tm 6:20, and possibly the entirety of 

Jude. Ignatius of Antioch writes against them as well as Docetism, a doctrine closely 

related to Gnosticism that stated that Christ was pure spirit and had only a phantom body. 

Second Clement is a document aimed at refuting early second century Gnosticism. 

Marcion was the most famous of the Gnostics, and he established a “canon” of the 

Pauline epistles (minus the pastorals) and a “mutilated” Luke (presumably considered so 

because it lacked proof-texts such as Lk 22:43-44). Justin Martyr mentioned him c. 150 

CE, and Irenaeus and Tertullian wrote against him extensively in the late second century 

(in Against Heresy and Against Marcion, respectively).  

Besides Marcion, other important Gnostics were Basilides and Valentinus. Some Gnostic 

documents are the Gospel of Truth, the Letter to Rheginus, Treatise on the Three 

Natures, Apocalypse of Adam, the Gospel of Matthias, Gospel of Philip, Acts of Peter, 

and Acts of Thomas. Although the Gnostics were prolific writers, most of their works 

have been burnt or lost in favor of proto-orthodox writings (and known only through 

patristic references).  

Some scholars have theorized that Gnosticism has its roots in pre-Christian religions, 

instead of being merely an offshoot of Christianity.
18

 

--------------------------- 

Gnosticism (even Christian Gnosticism) was clearly not an organic outgrowth of the 

Apostolic Church, but rather a kind of syncretistic, trans-religious theosophy that drew 

from Christian, Jewish, Greek, Syrian, Mesopotamian, Egyptian and Persian sources, 

often simultaneously. As such, it may be likened to modern ‘New Age’ spirituality.
19

 

--------------------------- 

The essence of [Gnostic] doctrine lies in dualism, with a supreme spiritual Deity facing 

an inferior Creator or Demiurge responsible for the making of the material world, the 

opposite of the world of spiritual realities. Morsels or sparks of the spiritual entered 

human beings and their redemption consisted in the deliverance of the spiritual from the 

prison of matter through knowledge or gnosis, thus allowing the return of the wayward 

sparks to the supreme immaterial God. The divine Christ descended from on high as the 

bearer of this gnosis. Without assuming real fleshly nature through incarnation and 

without subsequently suffering or dying, he put on a human appearance and dwelt in the 

unreal body of Jesus.
20

 

---------------------------------- 

Speaking on behalf of the church, Tertullian adopted a stance of absolute superiority 

towards Gnosticism. Since, following the lead of Irenaeus, he professed that the truth of 

Christianity depended on conformity with the teaching of the apostles as handed down 

within the community of the faithful, he maintained that only doctrines traceable to the 

immediate disciples of Jesus could be accepted as valid. Consequently the heretics like 

Marcion or Valentinus had no leg to stand on because their teachings did not extend far 

enough into the past. Antiquity reaching back to the first century was an absolute 
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requirement for orthodoxy; any novelty dating from the second century was ipso facto 

disqualified.
21

 

Marcion/Marcionites; Valentinus 

One of the pillars of Gnosticism, Marcion, son of the bishop of Sinope from Pontus in 

Asia Minor, was first excommunicated by his father and later by the Roman church. He 

turned his back on the Judaism of the Old Testament and its angry God, and opted for the 

wholly different loving deity revealed by Jesus. He redefined the New Testament, 

accepting only the Gospel of Luke (after cutting off the first two chapters dealing with 

the birth story of Jesus) and ten out of the fourteen letters of Paul, excising the Pastorals ( 

1 and 2 Timothy and Titus), and the Epistle to the Hebrews. His doctrine was conveyed 

in a now lost book entitled ‘Antitheses’, in which the Jewish God of the Law was 

contrasted with the God of love of the Gospel.
22

 

-------------------------- 

Marcion is best known for three important positions related to the Scriptures and God: 

(1) he rejected the OT Scriptures of the Jews, believing that they could be made relevant 

to the church only by allegorizing them; (2) he did not believe that the God of the Jews 

was the same as the loving and unknown God of Jesus; and (3) he limited the collection 

of Christian writings to an edited version of the Gospel of Luke and ten letters of Paul. 

Marcion’s primary aim was separating the Christian tradition from the influence of 

Judaism, and therefore he selected writings that reflected this goal: Luke and Paul’s. 

(Footnote: We have no evidence that Marcion specifically called his collection of 

writings Scripture or canon, though it clearly functioned as Scripture later in his 

churches). In addition, he freely deleted from his truncated canon any references to the 

Jewish Scriptures.
23

 

------------------------- 

Some scholars speculate that Marcion’s churches outnumbered, or at least equaled, those 

of the orthodox in the mid-second century. His influence is seen in the large number of 

important church teachers between the end of the second century and the fifth century 

who attacked his views: Justin, Irenaeus, Hippolytus of Rome, Clement of Alexandria, 

Tertullian, Origen, Eusebius, and Epiphanius. Since all of Marcion’s works have been 

lost (or destroyed), we are dependent on the early church fathers to reconstruct his views 

and activities.
24

 

------------------------ 

In the middle of the second century AD, as Christians began to turn away from oral 

tradition towards a faith incorporated in written texts, they were faced with the 

momentous decision as to whether they should adopt the Septuagint, which was, after all, 

a purely Jewish text, as one of their own sacred writings. The issue was given focus by 

one Marcion, who was born on the shores of the Black Sea about AD 100 and who came 

to Rome in about 139. Marcion had read widely in Jewish and Christian literature and 

had become a champion of the letters of Paul. Taking on board Paul’s teaching that 

Christ had transcended the Jewish law, Marcion now argued that the Tanakh no longer 

had any relevance for Christians. He elaborated his argument by claiming that God as 

portrayed in the Tanakh was stern, vengeful and ‘lustful in war’, precisely because he 

had to enforce the law against its enemies. Jesus had brought with him a completely new 

God who had not made any previous appearance until the moment Jesus had come to 

earth. This new God of Jesus (Marcion called him ‘the Stranger God’) had come into the 
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world to save people from the forbidding God of the Tanakh. Jesus himself, said 

Marcion, was fully divine and only appeared to be human — a view known as docetism, 

after the Greek dokeo, ‘I seem’. Marcion suggested a canon that would include the letters 

of Paul and Luke’s gospel, but that would definitely exclude the whole of the Tanakh. 

This idea of the two gods was, of course, revolutionary, and a council of Christians in 

Rome condemned it. Marcion was forced to leave Rome, but he was such an inspiring 

preacher that in parts of the eastern empire he attracted more followers than did the 

conventional Christian churches. Marcionites were still strong at the time of Augustine in 

the early fifth century.
25

 

------------------------------- 

Many early Christian writings were polemical works directed against the heretic Marcion 

or against various Gnostics. Both Marcion and the Gnostics taught that the earth and 

everything in it (including people) were created by a God they called the Demiurge. They 

regarded the Demiurge not as the God of the New Testament; rather, the Demiurge was 

thought to be more of a demigod, with certain imperfect traits. Gnostics sometimes 

portrayed him as an unmerciful, unloving, and vengeful God. On occasion they referred 

to him as the “just God” of the Old Testament in contrast with the “good God” of the 

New Testament. 

Marcion and the Gnostics also taught an exaggerated view of the fall of man. They 

believed that all physical creation—including the physical body—was inherently flawed 

and incapable of salvation. Accordingly, they denied the resurrection the body, as well as 

the efficacy of baptism and communion. Many taught that the Son of God did not really 

become man and that he did trot really die on the cross. In their teaching, the Son only 

appeared to do so. These Gnostics (including a group called Docetists, from the Greek 

word [meaning] “seem, appear”) are the persons whom John spoke of as the 

“antichrists,” for they denied that Jesus had come in the flesh (2 John 7).
26

 

Montanus/Montanism 

Montanus claimed to be inspired by the Holy Spirit and with the aid of two prophetesses and 

apparently countless books, he preached the imminent Parousia of Jesus Christ.  

Around 170, a man (possibly a priest of Cybele) named Montanus and two women, 

Priscilla and Maximilla, came to Phrygia in Asia Minor claiming to be inspired by the 

Paraclete (Holy Spirit) and having an announcement of the Parousia (the second coming 

of the Lord). They had a major impact upon the people of Phrygia and were received 

with enthusiasm by many Christians through the Greco-Roman world. Their message 

was apocalyptic in focus, strongly advocating their interpretation of the message of the 

book of Revelation. They emphasized prophecy, rigid asceticism, martyrdom, and the 

presence and power of the Holy Spirit. … Tertullian became their best-known convert. 

… 

The most vigorous opponents of the Montanists in Asia Minor were the so-called Alogi, 

a heretical group that looked askance at both the Gospel of John and the book of 

Revelation because of their supposed gnostic origins. The Alogi even called the book of 

Hebrews into question because of its view of the hopeless condition of the apostate 

Christian, which coincided with the Montanists’ harsh penitential practice. The response 

of the church at large was a rejection of the Montanist movement and a reserve toward 

the Gospel of John because of its focus on the Paraclete and a similar reserve toward the 

book of Revelation (especially in the Eastern churches in the second and third centuries) 

because of its apocalyptic emphasis. 
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Von Campenhausen contends that the emergence of Montanism was a significant factor 

in prompting orthodox Christians to determine the scope of the Christian Scriptures. 

Based on the observation of Hippolytus of Rome that the Montanists produced 

“innumerable books”, von Campenhausen concludes that the church was forced to make 

a decision about its canon. … 

According to von Campenhausen, the Montanists generated numerous books that they 

believed were divinely inspired, and the greater church therefore saw the need to identify 

more precisely which literature was divinely inspired by God and, therefore, authoritative 

in the church. On the other hand, Schneemelcher challenges whether the Montanists 

produced any literature. Hippolytus’s well-known criticism of the Montanists and their 

books has bearing on this debate: 

But there are others who themselves are even more heretical in nature [than the 

foregoing], and are Phrygians by birth. These have been rendered victims of error 

from being previously captivated by [two] wretched women, called a certain 

Priscilla and Maximilla, whom they supposed [to be] prophetesses. And they 

assert that into these the Paraclete Spirit had departed; and antecedently to them, 

they in like manner consider Montanus as a prophet. And being in possession of an 

infinite number of their books, [the Phrygians] are overrun with delusion; and they 

do not judge whatever statements are made by them, according to [the criterion of] 

reason; nor do they give heed unto those who are competent to decide; but they are 

heedlessly swept onward, by the reliance which they place on these [imposters]. 

And they allege that they have learned something more through these, than from 

law, and prophets, and the Gospels. (Refutation of All Heresies 8.12, Ante-Nicene 

Fathers.)
27

 

------------------------------- 

The Montanists were ethically quite strict. … These strict ethics may have derived from 

the Montanists’ view—evidently the burden of their revelatory utterances—that the end 

of all things was near and that people needed to prepare for it. To be sure, one could 

imagine that the expectation of the imminent end of all things might lead some people to 

enjoy themselves while they can (“eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die”); but 

this does not apply to those who expect the end to be a time of judgment rather than the 

point of annihilation. The Montanists urged people to prepare to meet their maker, with 

the full recognition that this might not be a happy prospect. In particular, Montanus 

believed that the new Jerusalem, to replace the old one characterized by the unbelief of 

the Jews, was to descend from heaven to Pepuza. That is where the Kingdom of God 

would arrive and Christ would then reign. Christians should devote themselves to its 

coming, standing up for their faith, even to the point of being martyred if necessary. 

Moreover, this end of the age was to arrive very soon. In the words of the prophetess 

Maximilla, “After me there will be no more prophecy, but the End.” 

The end did not come, however, and that created problems. In a quite specific way, it 

created problems for prophets who had claimed a divine insight into the future course of 

events. There is nothing like a radical disconfirmation to make your group a laughing 

stock.28 

---------------------------------- 

Inspired by the visions in Revelation, the Montanists convinced themselves—and sought 

to convince everyone else—that the end was near. They taught that good Christians 

should abandon the ordinary pastimes of life and prepare to meet their maker. …  
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The Montanists lived in urgent anticipation that they would soon behold the New 

Jerusalem in the here and now, a miraculous construction of gold and gemstone 

descending through the clouds and landing on the solid ground. … 

Like so many other readers and hearers of Revelation, starting in antiquity and 

continuing into our own age, they cherished the notion that John was prophesying the 

plain truth of things that must shortly and literally come to pass. 

Anxious and gullible Christians in the backwater of Asia Minor were not the only ones to 

fall under the spell of Montanus and his prophetesses. The most famous convert to 

Montanism was Tertullian (ca. 160—ca. 220), a fiery theologian of the early church in 

Carthage, who was convinced that he, too, would see the same remarkable sights with his 

own eyes. Tertullian writes credulously of reports from soldiers stationed in the Roman 

province of Palestine who claimed to have seen the spires and towers of a city hovering 

above the horizon at dawn—surely an early sighting of the celestial Jerusalem!
29

 

 “A Canon of Faith” not a “Biblical Canon” 

There is no convincing evidence that Marcion, the gnostics, or the Montanists were 

interested in producing a biblical canon, and likewise, no evidence suggests that the early 

church responded to their threats by establishing a sacred collection of books. Rather the 

response of the secondcentury church was to produce a canon of faith (regula fidei), but 

not a canon of sacred books. 

Marcion, whose primary concern was to eliminate all Judaistic influences—including the 

OT itself—from the Christian message, created a limited collection of writings in order 

to more clearly define his gospel. But the emergence of multiple writings from the 

gnostic Christians and the Montanists did not lead the church to consider the scope of its 

own scriptural traditions. The major sections of the NT Scriptures—especially the 

Gospels and Letters of Paul—were generally (though not completely) acknowledged at 

the end of the second century.
30

 

Impacts of Roman Emperors 

The Romans were tolerant of religious diversity provided it did not introduce disharmony. Roman 

society also explained events as manifestations of the gods’ pleasure or displeasure. These factors 

conspired against the Christians: they did not worship the pagan deities so when events did not meet 

Rome’s desires (such losses at battle and natural calamities) this was seen as the god’s displeasures at 

Christians failing their duty to them. 

Although they were a minor religion, the Christians’ attitude and behaviour was sufficiently known by 

Emperor Constantine, entering his mind in a dream. When he succeeded in a subsequent battle, 

Constantine declared himself a convert to Christianity. The Christianity he joined was that proposed 

by the successors of the Apostle Paul. Other forms existed, with at least Marcion operating from 

Rome for a while. In this way, Constantine caused the survival of Christianity, having made it the 

formally-recognised state religion, and the recognised format was Paul’s religion. 

Constantine became closely involved in it, bringing with him the Roman desire for harmony and 

unity. For that reason, he instituted the church-wide Council at Nicea, its task being the setting of the 

date for Easter.  

The Romans could not understand diversity. The ongoing discussions by the Greeks over differences 

of philosophy and the heated discussion by Jews over the meaning of their writings were completely 

at odds with the Roman psyche. A few decades after Constantine instituted Christianity, the Roman 

desire for harmony and unity, this time within the Church, manifested itself in 381 when Emperor 

Theodosius instructed that Arianism was not acceptable. The long and detailed philosophical 

discussions within the church on the nature of Christ were resolved by the imperial decree. 
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The same desire for unity and harmony ultimately saw the 27 books of the New Testament slowly but 

gradually accepted as Christendom’s sacred Scriptures. The Watchtower Society accepts the list that 

this process produced. Does the WTS say that Roman emperors were “spirit-led”? Does the WTS 

mean that the mass of people, who at the same time introduced and enforced the Trinitarian formula, 

were all spirit-led? 

At the end of the second century … there was a growing sense of need for uniformity in 

the Christian community, especially in the churches of the West, where the Romans 

themselves were calling for uniformity in social and religious matters. In January 250, 

the emperor Decius began the first empire-wide persecution of Christians with the 

execution of Bishop Fabian of Rome. In large measure the result of the Romans’ demand 

for uniformity and their fear of nonconformity, the short-lived Decian persecution had 

the unintended consequence of influencing the development of orthodoxy by bringing to 

the fore the issue of the Christians’ lack of uniformity with regard to their sacred 

writings. (Footnote: In the fourth century, another Roman emperor, Constantine, also 

tried to achieve harmony in Roman society. Using a vastly different methodology, he 

continually involved himself in church councils with the clear intention of bringing about 

harmony in the church—not simply as a means of purifying Christian doctrine.)
31

 

---------------------------------- 

On February 23, 303, Emperor Diocletian launched the last empire-wide persecution of 

Christians. … Diocletian’s actions against the church to force loyalty to the emperor 

through emperor worship, sacrifices to the emperor, religious unity, and conformity to 

pagan Roman worship were all in keeping with a characteristic trait of Roman society 

that sought conformity and peace (Pax Romana). 

Remarkably, this same tendency toward unity and conformity during the reign of 

Constantine (306-337) had several important consequences for the church and may have 

played a role in the churches’ establishment of a biblical canon. Thereafter many moves 

toward canon conformity or stabilization were initiated, and it is not by accident that the 

emergence of lists of authoritative Christian Scriptures are products of this period of 

history. 

It is indisputable that the reign of Constantine marked the highly significant transition of 

the church from a community persecuted by a pagan government to a. community 

favored by the state. At first, it was an especially beneficial relationship for the church 

because the severe hostilities toward it ceased and reparations began. Later this union 

made even more profound and lasting changes in the makeup and mission of the church 

that were not as positive.
32

 

----------------------- 

The imposition of the Nicene Trinitarian formula by Emperor Theodosius in 381 had the effect of 

stifling ongoing discussion within the Church and at the same time the process defined the 

understanding that Western minds would have of God. 

The edict was effected through the Council of Constantinople which Theodosius convened in 383 

because of the trauma his edict had created. However, only the Eastern Church participated, with 

Rome sending only an observer.
33

 It was left to Ambrose to address and enforce the issue in the 

Western Church through the “politics of control”
34

. 

In this environment, Roman emperors without any theological training but driven by the culture of 

unity and harmony, imposed their will through direct involvement in the Christian Church they had 

officially sanctioned. It is in this period that the Church leadership strove to formulate the New 

Testament Canon. Although Athanasius provided the list of 27 books that correspond with the list that 
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is now used, despite the heavy hand of Imperial Rome, dissension over the list of acceptable books 

continued for centuries. 

Paul (“proto-orthodox”; Paulines”) 

The proto-orthodox are the second- and third-century Christians we are best informed 

about, since it was their writings, not the writings of their opponents, that were preserved 

for posterity. This would include such writers as Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian, 

Hippolytus, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen—figures well known to students of early 

Christianity. These authors were responsible for shaping the views that eventually 

became orthodox. They did so in no small part by arguing against all contrary sides at 

once, leading to certain kinds of paradoxical affirmations. For example, they agreed with 

the Ebionites that Jesus was fully human, but disagreed when they denied he was God. 

They agreed with the Marcionites that Jesus was fully divine, but disagreed when they 

denied he was human. How could the proto-orthodox have it both ways? By saying that 

Jesus was both things at once, God and man. This became the orthodox view. 

The major orthodox doctrines are the ones that eventually made it into the Christian 

creeds: there is one God, he is the creator of all there is; therefore, the Creation is 

inherently good, even if flawed by sin. Jesus his son is both human and divine, and he is 

not two beings (as the Gnostics held), but one; he brought salvation not through secret 

knowledge but by shedding his real blood. 

Like all of their opponents, the proto-orthodox had a range of books that they considered 

sacred authorities and that they saw as authorizing their particular perspectives. Some of 

these books eventually made it into the canon. The major debates within proto-orthodox 

circles concerned which of the proto-orthodox books to accept, but all proto-orthodox 

agreed that none of the heretical books could possibly have been written by any of the 

apostles and so were not to be included in the canon of Scripture.
35

 

---------------------------------- 

Orthodox Christianity shared with (or borrowed from) the Ebionites a profound 

reverence for the traditions of Israel; they accepted the sacred texts of the Hebrew Bible, 

emphasized the oneness of God, and stressed the humanity of Jesus. All of these continue 

to be features of Christianity today. 

On the other hand, orthodox Christianity shared with (or borrowed from) the Marcionites 

the sense of the newness of God’s revelation in Christ; they accepted the idea of a closed 

canon of Scripture, the primacy of the literal interpretation of the text, and an emphasis 

on Jesus’ divinity. At the same time, they shared with (or inherited from) the Marcionites 

a disdain for and distrust of all things Jewish, along with the notion, still found among 

Christians today, that the Old Testament God is a God of wrath, whereas the New 

Testament God is a God of love and mercy. 

So, too, orthodox Christianity agreed with (or borrowed from) some groups of Gnostics 

the idea that there is a spiritual elite within the Christian church at large, who have 

special insights into the nature of God; possibly they also inherited the stress on 

figurative ways of interpreting texts, and a sense that the material world is to be rejected 

in favor of the spiritual, leading to a concomitant rationale for ascetic behavior that 

punishes the material self by depriving the body of its desires and even needs. 

Some of these “common grounds” or “borrowings,” whichever they were, obviously 

stood in tension with one another, and several unique aspects of proto-orthodoxy were 

the result. For example, 
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 while affirming the authority of the Jewish Scriptures (with the Ebionites but 

against the Marcionites), the proto-orthodox rejected historical Judaism (with the 

Marcionites against the Ebionites); 

 while affirming the divinity of Jesus (with the Marcionites against the Ebionites), 

they also affirmed his humanity (with the Ebionites against the Marcionites). 

 While insisting that the one true God is the creator of this world (against Marcion 

and Gnostics) they often denigrated this world and strove to escape its material 

trappings through ascetic practices (with Marcion and Gnostics).
36

 

It is not known how the proto-orthodox managed to achieve the dominant position, but this was 

enshrined when the Roman Emperor joined their ranks and became intimately involved. 

Paul’s role in the formation of Christianity 

Compared with the charismatic-eschatological religion of Jesus and the charismatic-

eschatological messianic doctrine of the early Jewish-Christian church, Pauline 

Christianity appears as a significant new departure. It is not surprising therefore that Paul 

is often presented as the true founder of the religion centred on Jesus, not only by 

iconoclastic New Testament scholars like Gerd Lademann (Paul, The Founder of 

Christianity, 2002), but even by as authoritative a textbook as The Oxford Dictionary of 

the Christian Church, 3rd rev. edn, 1997), which states that ‘Paul came widely to be 

regarded as the creator of the whole doctrinal and ecclesiastical system presupposed in his 

Epistles’ (p. 1048). 

Acting as God’s special envoy during his ministry, Jesus sought to persuade his 

Palestinian Jewish disciples to repent and make ready for entry into the Kingdom of 

heaven. He was heading an eschatological movement which was meant to absorb the 

whole Palestinian Jewish society. The Jewish-Christian church of the apostles of Jesus 

carried on preaching the coming of the Kingdom that would be brought about — the 

crucified, risen and triumphant Messiah Jesus still seen as an essentially Jewish entity, but 

envisaging even before Paul’s arrival a modest opening for Gentile proselytes and 

sympathizers. 

With Paul proclaiming himself and being accepted with varying degrees of willingness by 

the other leaders of the church as an apostle, the situation underwent a notable change. 

While the envoy to the Gentiles showed interest also in the Jews in the Greek Diaspora, 

their general unresponsiveness increased his keenness to convert the Gentiles. So Pauline 

Christianity focused on preaching the crucified and resurrected Christ to the wider human 

community. At the same time Paul became the explorer of the depths of the Christian 

message concerning the death and resurrection of the Son of God, and the consequent 

atonement for sin and universal salvation. 

The outward expression of Christianity changed, too, and the communities of enthusiasts 

progressively gave way to hierarchically organized and firmly governed churches. 

The status of Christ was also changing. From a seemingly unsuccessful prophetic 

Messiah he was metamorphosed into a triumphant heavenly Son of God, whose day of 

glory was expected to dawn in the very near future. Paul’s Christ truly became the Lord 

of the universe, standing somewhat below the Father.
37

 

Paul’s separation from the Jerusalem Church and its leaders 

In his letter to his Church in Galatia, Apostle Paul sets out his differences with and separation from 

the Jerusalem Church. Following his decision to give his allegiance to Jesus (Yehua/Joshua), Paul had 

no contact with Jerusalem for three years. For the two weeks he was there, Paul had only private 
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meetings with James, Cephas and John. After that, he stayed away from the Jerusalem Church for 

fourteen years. 

When he returned to Jerusalem, Paul did not go there on a goodwill mission but to argue that his 

mission to the Gentiles was being disrupted by men from Jerusalem telling his converts they had to 

follow the Laws set down by Moses. They were teaching that as followers of Jesus, they had to be 

Jews! But Paul was teaching that with the advent and mission of Jesus, there was no longer a 

requirement to observe Jewish practices such as male circumcision or their dietary constraints. 

This second visit was once more held in private. Paul wrote that he was completely unknown to the 

people of Judea. 

I was personally unknown to the congregations of Judea that were in union with Christ. They 

only used to hear: “The man who formerly persecuted us is now declaring the good news about 

the faith that he formerly devastated.”
38

 

He also told the Galatians that the supposed leaders at Jerusalem could not tell him anything new. 

Regarding those who seemed to be important—whatever they were makes no difference to me, 

for God does not go by a man’s outward appearance—those highly regarded men imparted 

nothing new to me.
39

 

The only request they made of him was to remember the poor in Jerusalem, which he did. An 

irreparable gulf lay between Paul and Jerusalem. The situation is explained at: 

http://www.jwstudies.com/The_Watchtower_s_Achilles__Heel.pdf 

Contrasting fortunes 

Paul’s focus was on bringing Jews and Gentiles to the knowledge of the Christ. The Jerusalem Church 

was intent on the followers of Jesus becoming Jews. The numbers that followed Paul grew while 

Jerusalem’s faltered. 

By the end of the first century, the situation changed. … Once the last of the apostles 

died, the apostasy took root and flourished during a long growing season that lasted for 

many centuries. Additionally, during that time, the weeds became many and the blades of 

wheat were few.
40

 

The decisions on which books were the Christians’ Scriptures were made by the bulk (the “many 

weeds”) of the community during the second to fourth centuries. When the details of the task were 

taken up by the Church leadership, these were the Bishops whose allegiance was with Paul, not with 

Jerusalem. The WTS complains: 

There was no consistent, organized channel for dispensing spiritual food.
41

 

However, the WTS accepts the decisions that were made by the Church leaders on the most 

significant issue: Which are the sacred Scriptures that are its rule of faith? 

How can the Watchtower Society complain that Christendom fell into apostasy at the end of the first 

century when the decisions on the books that make up the New Testament were made by the bulk of 

the Church and by its Bishops during succeeding several centuries? 

History was rewritten by the victors 

Modern Christianity is not lacking in a diversity of its own, with its wide-ranging 

theologies, liturgies, practices, interpretations of Scripture, political views, social stands, 

organizations, institutions, and soon. But virtually all forms of modern Christianity, 

whether they acknowledge it or not, go back to one form of Christianity that emerged as 
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victorious from the conflicts of the second and third centuries. This one form of 

Christianity decided what was the “correct” Christian perspective; it decided who could 

exercise authority over Christian belief and practice; and it determined what forms of 

Christianity would be marginalized, set aside, destroyed. It also decided which books to 

canonize into Scripture and which books to set aside as “heretical,” teaching false ideas. 

And then, as a coup de grace, this victorious party rewrote the history of the controversy, 

making it appear that there had not been much of a conflict at all, claiming that its own 

views had always been those of the majority of Christians at all times, back to the time of 

Jesus and his apostles, that its perspective, in effect, had always been “orthodox” (i.e., 

the “right belief”) and that its opponents in the conflict, with their other scriptural texts, 

had always represented small splinter groups invested in deceiving people into “heresy” 

(literally meaning “choice”; a heretic is someone who willfully chooses not to believe the 

right things).
42 

Church Fathers were never in full agreement 

It should never be assumed that the proto-orthodox Fathers were in full agreement with one another or 

with the doctrinal declarations made later. The topic that exercised them greatly was the nature and 

person of Jesus Christ. In later times, the final decision on that subject was imposed by Emperor 

Theodosius who in 381 CE declared that it was illegal to accept the position proposed by Arius. This 

meant that the Trinitarian position espoused by people such as Bishop Athanasius was accepted.
43

 

The proto-orthodox Tertullian defected and joined the Montanists, probably because of their demands 

for ascetic living and strict behaviour, rather than for their expectations of an imminent Parousia. The 

highly respected proto-orthodox Origen held ideas that today would be considered beyond strange. 

Origen came to be condemned for other ideas as well, especially his views that souls pre-

existed and that all creation, including the devil, will ultimately yield to the sovereignty 

of God and thus be saved. 

If nothing else, Origen shows that in the second and third centuries, not only are there 

clearly defined boundaries between the proto-orthodox and the “heretics”; there are also 

some vague boundaries between what counts as orthodox and what does not. The 

orthodoxy of one age can become the heresy of the next. The Ebionites were arguably 

the first to learn this theological maxim, as those who represented a very ancient form of 

Christianity, possibly rooted in the beliefs of Jesus’ own Jewish apostles.
44

 

----------------------------- 

As time went on and proto-orthodox Christians came to believe that Christ was both 

divine and human, they needed to explain how that was possible. Near the end of the 

second century, one of the common solutions was that Christ was himself God the 

Father, come to earth in human form. This view was widespread among the proto-

orthodox in Rome, and it was the view advocated by the Roman bishop himself at the 

beginning of the third century. But it came to be mocked as “patripassianist” (a view that 

made the “Father suffer”), castigated as false, and deemed heretical. 

Tertullian was one of the chief opponents of the patripassianists and one of the leading 

spokespersons of proto-orthodoxy in his day. But since he joined the prophetic 

movement of the Montanists, in later times his own reputation came to be sullied by 

association, as the idea that direct revelation from God could take precedence over the 

written Scriptures led to the condemnation of the Montanist movement. 

A worse fate lay in store for the greatest proto-orthodox thinker of the first three 

Christian centuries, Origen, whose creative attempts to explore the relationship of God 
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and Christ based on a full understanding of scriptural revelation led him to conclude that 

Christ was a created being who was ultimately subordinate to God the Father, even if in 

substance he was the Word and Wisdom of God because of his intimate connection with 

and infusion by the Father in eternity past. But Origen’s subordinationist Christology, 

along with his notion of the preexistence of human souls and of the ultimate salvation of 

all beings, including the devil, led eventually to his condemnation as a heretic. 

Other examples could well be chosen, in which the early proponents of the faith, 

attempting to uncover its mysteries in ways that laid the foundation for later reflection, 

were themselves condemned by their own successors, who refined their understanding to 

such a point that the partially developed, imprecise, or allegedly wrongheaded claims of 

their predecessors were necessarily seen not simply as inadequate but as heretical and so 

not to be tolerated. Even though proto-orthodoxy led to orthodoxy, it did not simply 

become orthodoxy without remainder. In some senses, the intolerance that brought about 

the victory of proto-orthodoxy led to its own demise.
45

 

----------------------------- 

The theology of the ancient Christian churches always developed in different directions, 

being heavily influenced by diverse social contexts. This, in part, is why ancient 

Christian theology was neither monolithic nor arrived at, even when many churches 

agreed on its substance, at the same time and in all of the churches. Amid some very 

basic general agreements, the theology, teaching, and worship of local churches often 

varied.
46

 

 

While the Church Fathers held to a range of confessions, particularly regarding their Christology, they 

nevertheless represented an evolution, whereas other groups stood in diametric opposition to them. 

Each opposing camp was represented by substantial numbers of followers and Churches. All 

considered themselves as Christians; all possessed their sacred writings. The fallout from these 

divergent views was manifest in violence, even murder. Only the direct intervention by the Roman 

Emperors Constantine and his peers brought one group into prominence, by becoming one of their 

number. 

While that successful group determined what was “right-thinking” and what represented error, it 

required the intervention in 381 CE by Emperor Theodosius who resolved an ongoing sore within 

Christianity when he decreed that “the profession of Arianism was illegal”.
47

 

If the Emperors had elected to join a different religion or Christian Church, Western civilisation 

would have taken a far different course. 
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2: THE WATCHTOWER SOCIETY RELIES ON THE CHURCH FATHERS 

In its publication, All Scripture is Inspired of God and Beneficial, the Watchtower Society [WTS] 

acknowledges that it relies on the following Church Fathers. The following provides the relevant page 

numbers in the WTS book. 

Athenagoras (133-190 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: mentioned at pages 176 (Matthew); 210 (1 

Corinthians). 

An apologist from Athens, ca. 177 author of a defense of Christians addressed to 

Caesar Marcus Aurelius and his son Commodus, also of a work on the Resurrection.
48

 

Athenagoras was a Father of the Church, an Ante-Nicene Christian apologist who 

lived during the second half of the 2nd century of whom little is known for certain, 

besides that he was Athenian, a philosopher, and a convert to Christianity.
49

 

For his ideas on the Trinity see: 

http://www.piney.com/HsTrinityAthen.html  

http://ianhughclary.wordpress.com/2011/03/11/athenagoras-and-the-trinity/  

Clement of Alexandria (150-210 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: pages 187 (Luke); 194 (John); 218 

(Galatians); 220 (Ephesians); 224 (Philippians); 251 (1 Peter); 259 (2 John); 262 (Jude); 264 

(Revelation); 304 (quotations of, relied on). 

Titus Flavius Clemens was probably born of pagan parents in Athens, and from ca. 

180 was active as a Christian teacher in Alexandria. In the persecution of Christians in 

Alexandria under Septimius Severus he left Alexandria in 202/203, and died in Asia 

Minor before 215.
50

 

The Epistle of Barnabas … came close to being accepted as part of the New 

Testament. … The epistle was acknowledged as belonging to the canon of sacred 

Christian literature by the great third-century Alexandrian authorities, Clement and 

Origen, and as such was included in the oldest Greek Bible, the fourth-century Codex 

Sinaiticus.
51

 

Titus Flavius Clemens, known as Clement of Alexandria, was a Christian theologian 

who taught at the Catechetical School of Alexandria. A convert to Christianity, he 

was an educated man who was familiar with classical Greek philosophy and 

literature.
52

 

Clement of Rome (died about 99 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: pages 206 (Romans); 234 (1 

Timothy). 

Author of a letter in the name of the church at Rome to the church at Corinth. The 

second letter ascribed to him in the manuscript tradition is spurious, as are also other 

writings circulated under his name.
53

 

Pope Clement I, also known as Saint Clement of Rome, was the head of the Catholic 

Church from 92 to his death in 99. Listed as Bishop of Rome from an early date, he is 

considered the first Apostolic Father of the Church.
54

 

Cyril of Jerusalem (315-386 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired, page 303 (Chart, claiming support for all 

NT books apart from Revelation). 
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The chief surviving work of Cyril of Jerusalem (315-386 CE), his Catechetical 

Lectures, were instructions for catechumens as Lenten preparation prior to undergoing 

baptism on Holy Saturday. They were delivered mostly in the Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre, built by Constantine, and were published from shorthand notes taken down 

by a member of the congregation. The lectures contain a list of the books of both Old 

and New Testaments. It is noteworthy that the Revelation of John is not included; 

such is the state of things at Jerusalem by the middle of the 4th century. 

From Cyril’s Catechetical Lectures: Then of the New Testament there are four Gospels only, 

for the rest have false titles and are harmful. The Manicheans also wrote a Gospel According 

to Thomas, which being smeared with the fragrance of the name ‘Gospel’ destroys the souls of 

those who are rather simple-minded. Receive also the Acts of the Twelve Apostles; and in 

addition to these the seven Catholic Epistles of James, Peter, John, and Jude; and as a seal 

upon them all, and the latest work of disciples, the fourteen Epistles of Paul. But let all the rest 

be put aside in a secondary rank. And whatever books are not read in the churches, do not read 

these even by yourself, as you have already heard.
55

 

Eusebius (263-339 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: pages 176 (Matthew); 183 (Mark); 194 (John); 221 

(Ephesians); 251 (1 Peter); 256 (1 John); 264 (Revelation). 

Student of the presbyter Pamphilus, ca. 313 bishop of Caesarea, and “father of church 

history,” his prolific writings deserve close examination for New Testament 

quotations. For his canon tables, cf. pp. 247f. Altaner, 217-224 (Eng. trans., 263-271); 

Quasten, 111:309-345; Bardenh., 111:240-262; Cayre, 1:319-327; Cross, 481; 

Jurgens, 1:290-99; CPG, 3465-3507.
56

 

Eusebius was a Roman historian, exegete and Christian polemicist. He became the 

Bishop of Caesarea in Palestine about the year 314.
57

 

Hegesippus (110-180 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: page 176 (Matthew). 

From the East, recorded his journey to Rome in five volumes of Hypomnemata.58  

Saint Hegesippus, was a Christian chronicler of the early Church who may have been 

a Jewish convert and certainly wrote against heresies of the Gnostics and of 

Marcion.
59

 

Ignatius (d. ca. 110). WTS, Scripture Inspired: pages 206 (Romans); 224 (Philippians); 234 (1 

Timothy); 251 (1 Peter). 

Bishop of Antioch, wrote seven letters to different churches in Asia Minor and to 

Rome while going to his martyrdom under Trajan in Rome.
60

 

Ignatius of Antioch was among the Apostolic Fathers, was the third Bishop of 

Antioch, and was a student of John the Apostle.
61

 

Irenaeus (130-202 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: pages 176 (Matthew); 187 (Luke); 194 (John); 210 

(1 Corinthians); 218 (Galatians); 220 (Ephesians); 224 (Philippians); 229 (1 Thessalonians); 232 (2 

Thessalonians); 240 (Titus); 251 (1 Peter); 256 (1 John); 259 (2 John); 264 (Revelation); 304 

(quotations of, relied on). 

From Asia Minor, presbyter in Lyons in the time of Marcus Aurelius, bishop from 

177/178. Writings survive only in translation except for a few fragments in the 

original Greek.
62
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Irenaeus, referred to by some as Saint Irenaeus, was Bishop of Lugdunum in Gaul, 

then a part of the Roman Empire. He was an early Church Father and apologist, and 

his writings were formative in the early development of Christian theology.
63

 

Regarding the New Testament canon, one finds in Adversus Haereses [by Irenaeus] 

quotations from all the books of the New Testament with the exception of Philemon, 

II Peter, III John, and Jude. He also considered these writings, not in the present New 

Testament, of value: 1 Clement, and Shepherd of Hermas.
64

 

Justin Martyr (100-160 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: pages 176 (Matthew); 232 (2 Thessalonians); 

264 (Revelation). 

“Philosopher and martyr,” the best known of the apologists, from a pagan family in 

Nablus (Flavia Neapolis) in Palestine, a student of the most varied philosophies until 

his conversion. An active missionary, he was beheaded in Rome.
65

 

Justin Martyr, also known as Saint Justin, was an early Christian apologist, and is 

regarded as the foremost interpreter of the theory of the Logos in the 2nd century. 

Most of his works are lost, but two apologies and a dialogue did survive.
66

 

He does not quote by name from any New Testament writings.
67

 

Origen (182-254 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: pages 176 (Matthew); 182 (Mark); 194 (John); 218 

(Galatians); 221 (Ephesians); 240 (Titus); 242 (Philemon); 251 (1 Peter); 262 (Jude); 264 

(Revelation); 304 (Hebrews and James; quotations of, relied on). 

Of a Christian family (son of Leonidas, martyr), taught grammar at 17, and soon 

became director of the Alexandrian Catechetical School. Dismissed and 

excommunicated in 230/231, moved to Caesarea (Palestine), which became a thriving 

international center of theological scholarship. Torture suffered during the Decian 

persecution was probably the cause of his death. The most significant and widely 

influential Greek theologian of the early Church, he exercised extensive influence on 

the text of the Greek Old Testament by his Hexapla; a similar influence on the New 

Testament text has not been demonstrated and is improbable.
68

 

Origen, or Origen Adamantius, was a scholar, early Christian theologian and Church 

Father, who was born and spent the first half of his career in Alexandria.
69

 

Papias of Heirapolis (early 2nd century). WTS, Scripture Inspired: pages 176 (Matthew); 182 

(Mark); 256 (1 John); 264 (Revelation). 

Bishop of Hierapolis in Phrygia. A disciple of the presbyter John and a friend of 

Polycarp according to Irenaeus. Compiled accounts of the sayings and deeds of Jesus 

and his disciples in five books (only a few fragments survive).
70

 

Papias was a bishop of the early Church. Eusebius of Caesarea calls him “Bishop of 

Hierapolis”, which is 22 km from Laodicea and near Colossae, in the Lycus river 

valley in Phrygia, Asia Minor.
71

 

Polycarp of Smyrna (69-155 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: pages 206 (Romans); 224 (Philippians); 

234 (1 Timothy); 238 (2 Timothy); 256 (1 John). 

Bishop of Smyrna. Of the letters mentioned by Irenaeus, only the letter (or two 

letters) to the Philippians has been preserved.
72
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Polycarp was a 2nd-century Christian bishop of Smyrna. According to the Martyrdom 

of Polycarp he died a martyr, bound and burned at the stake, then stabbed when the 

fire failed to touch him.
73

 

Tatian (120-180 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: page 176 (Matthew). 

From “Assyria,” a student of Justin in Rome, author of an apology. Returned in 172 to 

the East.
74

 

Tatian the Assyrian was an Assyrian early Christian writer and theologian of the 2nd 

century. Tatian’s most influential work is the Diatessaron, a Biblical paraphrase, or 

“harmony”, of the four gospels.
75

 

Tertullian (160-220 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: pages 176 (Matthew); 182 (Mark); 194 (John); 

210 (1 Corinthians); 218 (Galatians); 224 (Philippians); 242 (Philemon); 251 (1 Peter); 262 (Jude); 

264 (Revelation); 304 (quotations of, relied on). 

Quintus Septimus Florens Tertullianus, son of a pagan centurion in Carthage, active 

as a lawyer in Rome. Returned ca. 195 as a Christian to Carthage where he engaged 

in extensive writing, becoming a Montanist ca. 207.
76

 

Tertullian, an early Christian author and polemicist
77

, helped to establish Latin -- 

rather than Greek, which was the most widely used language at that time -- as an 

ecclesiastical language and as a vehicle for Christian thought in the West. He coined 

many new theological words and phrases and gave currency to those already in use, 

thus becoming a significant thinker in forging and fixing the vocabulary and thought 

structure of Western Christianity for the next 1000 years.
78

 

Quintus Septimius Florens Tertullianus, anglicised as Tertullian, was a prolific early 

Christian author from Carthage in the Roman province of Africa. He is the first 

Christian author to produce an extensive corpus of Latin Christian literature.
79

 

Theophilus (died about 185 CE). WTS, Scripture Inspired: page 176 (Matthew). 

Born near the Tigris and Euphrates, the sixth bishop of Antioch according to 

Eusebius. Apart from three books inscribed To Autolycus, his writings are lost.
80

 

Theophilus, Patriarch of Antioch, succeeded Eros c. 169, and was succeeded by 

Maximus I c. 183, according to Henry Fynes Clinton, but these dates are only 

approximations.
81

 

For his trinitarian position, see: http://www.piney.com/HsTheopTrinity.html  

Further resources 

Further information, including helpful tables, is available at  

http://www.ntcanon.org/table.shtml 
82

 

Information on the formation of the New Testament Canon, including information on each of the 

Church Fathers: http://www.ntcanon.org/index.shtml  

An excellent resource is: http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/    
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The WTS accepts and relies on Church historians, translators, and theologians 

The WTS relies on Church historians, translators, and theologians Athanasius, Jerome, and 

Augustine. See WTS, Scripture Inspired, pages 176, 183, 264, 299, 302, 304, 310, 316. 

Athanasius of Alexandria, 295-373. Native of Alexandria, deacon and secretary to his predecessor 

Alexander at the Council of Nicea, 325. Patriarch of Alexandria from 328 to his death. A 

prolific author, but represented today only by fragments of his exegetical writings.
83

 

Jerome (Hier), ca. 347-419/420. Sophronius Eusebius Hieronymus, born of a Christian family in 

Dalmatia. For a while a hermit, then ordained presbyter, later secretary to Pope Damasus. 

Settled in Bethlehem in 386. Worked on biblical text (Vulgate; cf. pp. 187f.), also wrote New 

Testament commentaries, homilies, and sermons.
84

 

Augustine, 354-430. Born in Tagaste, Numidia, of a pagan official and his Christian wife Monica. 

After an early catechumenate, alienated from Christianity by the influence of Cicero, 

Manichaeism, and skepticism. Taught rhetoric in Milan in 384. Converted in 386, baptized by 

Ambrose in 387, returned to Africa where he lived in monastic seclusion. Became priest under 

popular pressure, appointed coadjutor in 395, and shortly thereafter sole bishop of Hippo 

Regius. The most important of the Western Church Fathers for his extensive writings and 

numerous works on biblical exegesis. Died as the Vandals laid siege to Hippo.
85
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3: THE WATCHTOWER SOCIETY RELIES ON CHRISTENDOM’S CANON 

Early Christianity appears to have been much less united and much 

more diversified than we have thought. The writings of the New 

Testament were not necessarily the only early Christian apostolic 

witnesses. Rather, from the beginning they had to compete with other 

books, produced by other followers of Jesus who were later 

considered to be heretics. The collection of the twenty-seven writings 

now comprising the New Testament canon was a long and arduous 

process, extending over many centuries.
86

 

 

The corridors of canon research are dimly lit and the kind of evidence 

that one would hope to find is strangely missing, namely, a credible 

ancient document that tells what led the church to acknowledge a NT 

canon of Scriptures.
87

 

Christendom provides the WTS with its list of 27 NT books. By accepting this list of books, the WTS 

endorses the actions and decisions of the first several centuries of Christendom, these being the very 

people that the WTS describes as having fallen into apostasy. 

“Spirit-directed” people 

The Canon is the list of writings declared to be sacred Scriptural writings. A writing may be sacred 

whether there is a canon or not. The opening of this quotation from the WTS, All Scripture book is 

thus bizarre. 

The canon, including the list of books making up the Christian Greek Scriptures, was 

already settled by [the time of the Council of Cartage, 397 CE], that is, not by the decree 

of any council, but by the direction of God’s holy spirit-the same spirit that inspired the 

writing of those books in the first place.
88

 

It would be nice to think that the one who inspired the writing also directed the selection of the 

writings. Unfortunately, this is only an unsubstantiated assertion, one that is not supported by 

historical evidence. In any case, that holy spirit did nothing to protect the writings from corruption, 

whether deliberate or accidental. The WTS says that the holy spirit was unable to prevent God’s Holy 

Name being wiped out. 

The earliest spirit-directed person who drew up the present list of 27 books was Athanasius. He is the 

same “spirit-anointed” Athanasius who fought for the doctrine of the Trinity. 
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‘Canon’ 

The term ‘canon’ as a designation for the Bible is first attested in the middle of the 4th 

century: Canon LIX of the Council of Laodicea (middle of the 4th cent.).
89

 

From the middle of the 4th century the collection of the recognised writings of the Old 

and New Testaments was so described [as canon].
 90

 

The Christian Greek Scriptures, the “New Testament” [NT] is a collection of 27 writings (“books”). 

Today, this listing is known by the term “canon”. The term therefore is of a list of books that set forth 

rules on the beliefs and practices of the Christian Church. 

The Church created the list; the Church created the New Testament. But the Church that created the 

present NT canon did not represent all aspects of Christianity at the time. Other Christian groups, 

some quite large and influential, had their own writings, their own canon of the writings they 

accepted. But the Christians who ultimately received the formal approval from the Emperor who 

decided that its writings were the sacred texts. It declared all other Christian groups were heretics and 

that not only did it alone hold the truth, but that its views had always been the only truth. 

It took centuries before the Church formulated that list of 27 books. The Watchtower Society [WTS] 

accepts the list of 27 books that was drawn up by the Church during the first centuries. 

Whereas the concept of canon presupposes the existence of scriptures, the concept of 

scripture does not necessarily entail the notion of a canon. It is entirely possible to 

possess scriptures without also having a canon, and this was in fact the situation in the 

first several centuries of Christianity. (Footnote: The authoritative citation of a document 

does not signal its canonicity in the strict and formal sense of inclusion in a fixed list.)
91

 

Questions related to the canonisation process 

Discussion on the canonisation process is ongoing, with searching questions being raised.
92

 

Questions raised by Harry Y. Gamble93 

1. How did this collection of writings come into being? 

2. What assumptions and intentions contributed to its formation? 

3. Who or what determined its contents? 

4. On what basis did special authority come to be attached to these writings? 

5. How does the character of this collection bear upon its interpretation? 

6. In what ways does this collection claim or exercise religious authority? 

Questions raised by Lee Martin McDonald94 

1. Why were discussions about the scope of the OT biblical canon still going on in the 

church well into the fourth through sixth centuries (and even later) if the matter had 

been largely settled before the time of Jesus? 

2. Why did it take the church three hundred to four hundred years to establish its 

twenty-seven-book NT canon? 

3. What precisely is a biblical canon, and how sure are we that such notions flourished 

in the time before, during, or immediately after the first century CE? 
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4. Do biblical canons exist whenever a NT writer or early church father cites a source 

from an earlier ancient text? In other words, should a cited text automatically become 

part of an ancient writer’s biblical canon? … 

5. Which sources more accurately reflect the earliest strands of Christian faith? Some 

scholars today are considering other ancient sources that they believe relate more 

faithfully the earliest Jesus traditions than those we find in the canonical Gospels. … 

6. What of the so-called agrapha, that is, the sayings of Jesus not found in the canonical 

Gospels? … 

7. What about the appropriate canonical text for the church today?
95

 

Cautions 

First, acknowledgment of the authority of one part of the NT. literature at this time does 

not imply that all of it was so recognized everywhere. 

Second, because one writer may refer to a part of the NT as Scripture does not mean that 

all Christians of the same era came to the same conclusion. 

Finally, even if some of the NT writings were recognized as having the status of 

Scripture in the second century, this is not the same as a closed canon of Scriptures, even 

though it is clear that with the recognition of the authority of certain Christian writings 

canonical processes were in motion.
96

 

A quote does not mean “Scripture” nor does it mean “Canon” 

The existence of a list of sacred writings does not, however, mean that its author(s) had a 

canon or closed collection of Christian Scriptures. Often it is simply a list of allusions, 

citations, or quotations from the NT and other ancient literature used by some of the 

church fathers. Merely collecting and tabulating these references does not constitute a 

biblical canon; it says no more than that the theology of the early church fathers was 

informed by these earlier writings. And until we come to the fourth century, such 

references for the most part do not prove that the literature was even acknowledged to be 

Scripture. 

(Footnote The term list is not the best term to describe these collections since it suggests 

that their patristic authors drew up a closed list of Christian Scriptures. Irenaeus, 

Clement, and Origen, for example, made no such lists.)
97

 

-------------------------- 

Even if some of the NT writings were recognized as having the status of Scripture in the 

second century, this is not the same as a closed canon of Scriptures.
98

 

-------------------------- 

The mere fact that a document is quoted or alluded to by an early writer does not mean it 

had already attained canonical standing, even if it is called “scripture” or cited with some 

such formula as “it is written.”
99

 

-------------------------- 

The authoritative citation of a document does not signal its canonicity in the strict and 

formal sense of inclusion in a fixed list.
100
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No record left on formation of the NT 

The highly revered scholar Schneemelcher provides the objective view on the canonisation process. 

Since the ancient church left no record of how and why the NT was formed, the history 

of the canon must be reconstructed on the basis of sparse and fragmentary evidence and 

with a measure of conjecture.
101

 

Despite many labours in its investigation, the history of the canon remains as ever ‘one 

of the most complicated parts of the study of Church History’. …  

Above all for the beginnings in the 2nd century we are often reduced to hypotheses and 

conjectures, which ought not to be put forward as solid facts, as often happens.
102

 

An analysis of the canonisation process by Dr Kurt Aland103 

The development of the New Testament Canon he divides into seven stages. 

(1) The words of Jesus gain an authority not less than that of the Old Testament.  

(2) Writings of Apostles, Gospels first and then Epistles, gain a status approaching that 

of the Old Testament. 

(3.) About A.D. 150 the formation of the Canon in the real sense begins. 

(4) By A.D. 300 the Canon of the Four Gospels is fully recognised, and beside it stands a 

group of Apostles’ writings. ‘The reading of a document in the services now becomes the 

recognition of its canonical validity.’  

(5) By the end of the third century, I Peter and I John have gained a recognized position 

beside the four Gospels and Paul’s Epistles. 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James and Jude 

receive only partial recognition. ‘The Eastern Church recognizes Hebrews and rejects the 

Apocalypse, while the Western does exactly the reverse.’  

(6) This is the period of ‘episcopal decisions’ (from A.D. 350 to 410), particularly of the 

influential Festal Letter of Athanasius in A.D. 367, which precisely defined the Canon as 

eventually it came to be accepted in the Church. Resistance to this list, however, 

probably continued on a wider and more vigorous scale than is usually assumed. 

(7) This period covers the slow process by which dissident churches, especially those in 

the area of Antioch and Eastern. Syria, slowly came more or less into line, though even 

to-day they are not all fully conformist And some non-canonical books long continued to 

exercise considerable influence. 

When he discusses the principles on which some books came to be accepted and others 

rejected, Dr. ALAND can only discover ‘the principle of having no principles’. He 

illustrates this from the Muratorian Canon where ‘every emerging principle on which the 

choice has professedly been made is expressly repudiated again in words’. For instance, 

the authors of canonical Scriptures most be Apostles, and yet Mark and Luke are not 

Apostles, and Luke is not even an eye-witness. The Apocalypse of Peter, whose apostolic 

authorship is apparently not doubted, is nevertheless not accepted by some. Moreover the 

Wisdom of Solomon, though admittedly not written by Solomon himself, but by ‘friends 

in his honour’, is curiously placed among the accepted books. A second principle here is 

that Scriptures most be addressed to the church as a whole, and yet some of Paul’s 

accepted letters are addressed not only to individual churches but to individual persons. 

Perhaps the most consistent principle to be applied was that canonical books must be 

ancient, but even this is ‘violated by errors in dating’. 
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Dr. ALAND also emphasizes the important point which other writers on the Canon have 

stressed. Its creation was not the work of officials in the Church, but of the Church itself, 

understood as ‘the entire body of believers’. The organized Church as such did not create 

the Canon; it recognized the Canon which had already been created. ‘The Canon grew 

from the bottom upward, in the communities, among the believers, and only later was 

officially legitimized from the top.’ 

The process had to go forward in spite of ‘inadequate external standards of 

discrimination’, and we can only feel wonder at the supreme excellence of the result. ‘It 

remains inexplicable if behind the human achievement and the questionable standards of 

men, one does not presuppose the control of the providentia Dei, the working of the Holy 

Spirit.’  

Dr. ALAND asks if there is any adjustment to the Canon which the Church to-day, with 

its fuller knowledge and longer experience, might wish to make? Certainly not with any 

of the four Gospels.
104

 

The collection of the New Testament books 

Each of the twenty-seven books of the New Testament was at first a separate literary 

unit. The Gospels were each written independently, as were the Acts of the Apostles, 

each letter of the apostle Paul, the other New Testament letters, and the Revelation of 

John. Of course the writers of the Gospels knew and relied upon their predecessors, but 

there was apparently a considerable lapse of time before any one community used more 

than a single Gospel. Not until A.D. 180 do we hear of the a collection of four Gospels 

regarded as equally authoritative accounts of the gospel story, widely known and 

recognized, e.g., in statements by the Church Father Irenaeus (bishop of Lyons about 

180) and in the list known as the Muratorian Canon. …  

The earliest writings to be collected were probably the letters of Paul. … 

Unlike the Gospels, the letters of Paul were apparently preserved from the first as a 

collection. At first there were small collections in individual churches; these grew by a 

process of exchange until finally about the mid-second century the Pastoral letters were 

added and the collection of the fourteen Pauline letters was considered complete. From 

that time it was increasingly accorded canonical status (with the exception of Hebrews, 

which the Western church refused recognition until the fourth century because of its 

rejection of a second repentance). … 

It is generally understood that Acts and Revelation first circulated as independent 

writings. But this is also true of all the writings known as the Catholic letters. 1 Peter and 

2 Peter, for example, were clearly written by two different authors for completely 

different occasions and were brought together only by a much later church tradition. A 

glance at the history of the canon shows that it was not until the fourth century that the 

seven Catholic letters were recognized as a group. In the third century only 1 Peter and 1 

John were generally recognized, with James, 2 and 3 John, 2 Peter, and Jude struggling 

for acceptance but with unequal success. This is still the situation reflected by Eusebius 

of Caesarea at the beginning of the fourth century. The evidence is quite clear that in the 

Eastern churches at this time the book of Revelation was widely rejected. These insights 

gained from the history of the canon are fundamental and of vital significance for the 

history of the text.
105

 

FIRST CENTURY 

In the first century, the Synoptic tradition about Jesus was widely accepted and circulated 

in the churches first in oral transmission and subsequently in the written canonical 

Gospels. Throughout the second century, the church fathers made regular use of the 
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canonical Gospels in worship, teaching, and apologetic writings; in addition they often 

cited several other sources, including some of the non-canonical gospels that were later 

excluded from the churches’ sacred collections. Long ago, Gould noted that the second-

century church fathers cited extra-canonical sources “freely and without apology.” … 

The first and second centuries were foundational in the acceptance of the canonical 

Gospels and writings of Paul as authoritative writings in the church. These writings 

reached the status of Scripture for many Christians late in the second century and 

eventually became the bedrock authority in the churches. Even so, some early churches 

also received in a Scripture-like manner other testimonies that were eventually excluded 

from the NT canon.
106

 

2ND CENTURY 

By the mid-second century C.E., the church was gradually recognizing the usefulness of a 

body of Christian literature for its life and worship, but there were as yet no fixed 

normative collections to which one could appeal. While Christians acknowledged as 

Scripture most of the literature that currently makes up the HB and several other books as 

well, their Scripture canon was not yet closed, and specifically Christian writings were 

not yet called Scripture.
107

 

-------------------------- 

In terms of the NT, the trend in recent years has been away from saying that the NT was 

pretty well formed by the end of the second century. This is because there is a greater 

recognition that a lot of canonical activity took place during the second through fourth 

centuries, and it was largely in the fourth to sixth centuries that significant canon 

formation activity took place, For example, fewer scholars today think that Marcion 

constructed the first NT canon and that the second century church simply corrected him 

by adding more books to his small collection. The challenges of the second century, 

including local persecution of Christians and the growth of heresy (Gnosticism, Marcion, 

and the Montanists), were not responded to by the establishment of a biblical canon in 

the second century, but rather by setting forth a “canon of faith”, namely, a creed that 

stated what was generally believed to be the true teaching of the church at that time. 

There was no firmly fixed biblical canon at the end of the second century, but rather 

several books of the NT—primarily the Gospels and several of Paul’s Letters—were 

beginning to be called “Scripture.”
108

 

-------------------------- 

We should not conclude from this, however, that all four canonical Gospels—and only 

these Gospels—were widely received as Scriptures everywhere in the last part of the 

second century. This common assumption is simply not supported by the evidence.
 109

 

-------------------------- 

Although [at the end of the second century] there was broad agreement on the Gospels 

and Paul—even among many of the heretical groups—the collection of sacred Christian 

writings was not thereby closed.
110

 

The Use of Paul’s Letters in the Second Century 

The collected letters of Paul were available in several editions early in the second 

century, but their use is not well evidenced until late in the second century.’ Several 

writers belonging to the early decades of the second century were, however, acquainted 

with letters of Paul. Clement of Rome (ca. 96), Ignatius, bishop of Antioch (ca. 110), 
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Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna (d. 155), and the author of 2 Peter (ca. 140?) allude to them, 

but it is impossible to tell how many letters each knew or whether they were acquainted 

with an extensive collection. Only Polycarp among them offers clear quotations from 

Paul. Still, none of these writers shows an awareness or appreciation of distinctively 

Pauline teaching. What counts for them is not so much Paul’s letters—and even less 

Paul’s thought—as Paul himself, as an exemplary apostolic figure. Other Christian 

writers of the first three-quarters of the second century seem even more innocent of a 

knowledge of Paul or his letters.
111

 

Actions by Church Fathers of the 2nd century 

Justin Martyr (100-160 CE) 

Justin [Martyr, writing c. 150-160 CE] did not make use of Paul’s Epistles in his writings 

and placed little emphasis on the major themes of Paul’s theology. He was likely aware 

of these letters, due to their popularity in the early church, but he may have wished to 

avoid Marcion’s primary sources, or perhaps he was unimpressed with Paul’s focus on 

the cross, atonement, and Spirit and Paul’s lack of interest in philosophy and his apparent 

attacks are it (1 Cor 1:18-31: Col 2-8). Irenaeus overcame Justin’s hesitation to use Paul 

and introduced Paul’s Epistles as an important part of his NT.
112

 

-------------------------- 

Justin Martyr was one of the most productive proto-orthodox authors of the second 

century. … Despite his frequent appeals to authoritative texts, Justin shows no 

inclination toward a fixed canon of New Testament Scripture in his surviving writings. 

He does quote the Gospels over a dozen times, but he typically refers to them as 

“Memoirs of the Apostles.” He does not name the authors of these books as authorities; 

the books appear to derive their authority from the fact—to Justin it is a fact—that they 

accurately recall the words and deeds of Jesus. Moreover, it is not altogether clear 

whether these quotations derive from the separate Gospels as we have them or from 

some kind of Gospel harmony that Justin, or someone else in Rome, had created by 

splicing the available Gospels together into one long narrative. His quotations often use a 

phrase from Matthew and a phrase from Luke, combining them in a way not found in any 

surviving Gospel manuscript. 

Even more noteworthy than his loose use of the Gospels as authorities is the 

circumstance that Justin never quotes the apostle Paul. Is it because Marcion, who was 

active in Rome while Justin was there, used Paul almost exclusively, so that Justin 

associated him with the heretic?
113

 

Tatian (120-180 CE) 

Justin’s pupil, Tatian, compiled a harmony of the Gospels—his famous Diatessaron (a 

Greek word meaning “through the four”)—using the four canonical Gospels and 

traditions from non-canonical gospels. … Tatian not only smoothed out some differences 

between the canonical Gospels, but he also eliminated the genealogies of Jesus and 

Luke’s ascension story. … Tatian’s Diatessaron was known as far east as China and as 

far west as England and was cited authoritatively as recently as the fourteenth century! 

(Footnote: If the four canonical Gospels had been considered by Tatian and his 

community to be inviolable Scripture, why did he exclude some sections?)
114
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Irenaeus (130-202 CE) 

In Irenaeus’s day few Christians limited the number of Gospels to be read in their 

churches to the same four that he did. In fact, Irenaeus is the only known witness in his 

generation who acknowledges only the four canonical Gospels in his NT Scripture 

collection. … 

At the end of the second century, a canonical Gospel might likely be read alongside one 

or more non-canonical gospels. Although many scholars argue that Irenaeus’s position 

on a fixed four-gospel canon reflected the status or opinion on the matter in a majority of 

churches in his day, this argument does not square with the available evidence. 

Widespread acceptance of the four canonical Gospels took time, and limiting the Gospels 

to four took even longer. It is likely that Irenaeus’s aim was to defend the use of John’s 

Gospel, which was under attack in his time. The thrust of his argument for four Gospels 

was to gain acceptance for the Gospel of John, rather than to limit their number to 

four.
115

 

-------------------------- 

Irenaeus did not make a complete list of authoritative Christian writings. … He did not 

clearly define the parameters of the NT Scriptures.
116

 

-------------------------- 

Nor does [Iranaeus] mention James, Jude, or 2 Peter. On the other hand, he appears to 

have acknowledged the authority of the Shepherd of Hermas and 1 Clement. … The 

Scriptures, for Irenaeus, were evidently made up of the still fluid collection of OT 

writings (still fluid, that is, in the churches) and at least the four Gospels and Paul’s 

writings, but we cannot demonstrate this from his extant writings.
117

 

We are unable to find in Irenaeus a canon of NT Scriptures (the description in Hist. eccl. 

5.8.2-8 is a likely invention by Eusebius). True, Irenaeus recognizes the “apostles” as a 

collection of writings, but he nowhere clarifies what writings were in this group. Apart 

from his four-gospel canon, then, nothing in [Irenaeus’] writings suggests that he carried 

out any canonizing procedure on the rest of the NT literature.
118

 

Clement of Alexandria (150-210 CE) 

Clement of Alexandria (ca. 180) cites other non-canonical gospel sources in his 

Stromata—Gospel of the Egyptians, Gospel of the Hebrews, and Traditions of Matthias. 

He also introduces a reference to the Gospel of the Hebrews with the formula, “It is 

written.” During a debate with a gnostic, Clement quotes from the Gospel according to 

the Egyptians. … 

He accepts Barnabas as apostolic and quotes Barn. 1.5 and 2.3 in an authoritative 

manner. Clement also cites I Clement, Shepherd of Hermas Sirach, Tatian’s Against the 

Greeks, Preaching of Peter, Apocalypse of Peter, and even Sibylline Oracles. Irenaeus’s 

view of “these four and no more” was not universally accepted in his day as we have 

seen. In fact, we cannot find any other source in his day that makes this same unqualified 

claim.
119

 

-------------------------- 

Like others before him, Clement refers to or cites as Scripture many of the writings of the 

NT: the four canonical Gospels, Acts, fourteen Letters of Paul (the Pastorals and Hebrews 

were attributed to Paul), 1-2 John, 1 Peter, Jude, and Revelation. He makes no mention 
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of James, 2 Peter, or 3 John. He also quotes from Barnabas, 1 Clement, Shepherd of 

Hermas, Preaching of Peter, Sibylline Oracles, and the Didache for support of his 

ideas.
120

 

The scriptures of the Ebionites 

The Ebionites saw themselves as heirs to the Jerusalem Church under James and Peter. 

To what Scriptures did these Ebionites appeal in support of their views? What books did 

they revere and study and read as part of their services of worship? Obviously they 

retained the Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament) as the Scripture par excellence. These 

people were Jews, or converts to Judaism, who understood that the ancient Jewish 

traditions revealed God’s ongoing interactions with his people and his Law for their 

lives. Almost as obviously, they did not accept any of the writings of Paul. Indeed, for 

them, Paul was not just wrong about a few minor points. He was the archenemy, the 

heretic who had led so many astray by insisting that a person is made right with God 

apart from keeping the Law and who forbade circumcision, the “sign of the covenant,” 

for his followers. 

The Ebionites did have other “Christian” texts as part of their canon, however. Not 

surprisingly, they appear to have accepted the Gospel of Matthew as their principal 

scriptural authority.’ Their own version of Matthew, however, may have been a 

translation of the text into Aramaic. Jesus himself spoke Aramaic in Palestine, as did his 

earliest followers. It would make sense that a group of Jewish followers of Jesus that 

originated in Palestine would continue to cite his words, and stories about him, in his 

native tongue. It appears likely that this Aramaic Matthew was somewhat different from 

the Matthew now in the canon. In particular, the Matthew used by Ebionite Christians 

would have lacked the first two chapters, which narrate Jesus’ birth to a virgin—a notion 

that the Ebionite Christians rejected. There were doubtless other differences from our 

own version of Matthew’s Gospel as well.
121

 

-------------------------- 

Irenaeus explicitly attacks a variety of heretics, both for creating Gospels of their own 

and/or for accepting only one of the canonical four. The Ebionites wrongly appeal only 

to Matthew.
122

 

No canon in the second century by Marcion 

There is no convincing evidence that Marcion, the gnostics, or the Montanists were 

interested in producing a biblical canon, and likewise, no evidence suggests that the early 

church responded to their threats by establishing a sacred collection of books. Rather, the 

response of the second-century church was to produce a canon of faith, but not a canon 

of sacred books. 

Marcion, whose primary concern was to eliminate all Judaistic influences—including the 

OT itself—from the Christian message, created a limited collection of writings in order 

to more clearly define his gospel. 

But the emergence of multiple writings from the gnostic Christians and the Montanists 

did not lead the church to consider the scope of its own scriptural Traditions. The major 

sections of the NT scriptures—especially the Gospels and Letters of Paul—were 

generally (though not completely) acknowledged at the end of the second century.
123

 

-------------------------- 
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Marcion (died ca. 160) produced the first known collection of Christian Scriptures 

around the mid-second century, but since no independent Marcionite documents survive 

from antiquity, we depend completely on his orthodox critics, especially Irenaeus and 

Tertullian, for information. Fortunately, their reports are extensive and generally 

considered reliable. (Footnote: Marcion does not call what he has collected a set of 

Christian Scriptures. Since the Christian writings of the first century are not generally 

called Scripture until the end of the second century, it is also unlikely that Marcion used 

this designation for the writings used in his churches for catechetical purposes.)
124

 

-------------------------- 

If [Marcion] had produced a biblical canon, it is odd that his own followers apparently 

never followed it.
125

 

-------------------------- 

Marcion had the effect of spurring the church into rethinking its understanding of its 

Scriptures. The setting forth of a collection, however, is considerably different from setting 

forth a closed biblical canon.
126

 

-------------------------- 

Since the followers of Marcion also used a collection of psalms that was rejected by the 

author of the Muratorian Fragment, it seems clear that in Marcion we are not yet talking 

about a closed biblical canon or even a biblical canon at all, but rather a bias against 

Judaism.
127

 

-------------------------- 

By using these writings (Luke and Paul) in the church, Marcion was doing nothing unlike 

what other Christians before him had done, namely, adopting a particular gospel and 

welcoming several letters from Paul. It is difficult to argue that any first-century church 

had more than one gospel, and most had only a few of the letters of Paul and perhaps one 

or more of the Catholic Epistles. Marcion evidently acknowledged the value of gospel 

and apostle traditions in the church, but that is not why he was criticized. His primary 

uniqueness was in his rejection of the Jewish Scriptures and the allegorical hermeneutics 

used to interpret them in the church. Barton is correct when he contends that Marcion’s 

primary aim was to exclude books with a Jewish bias that were in use in the church, not 

to collect them into a fixed tradition: “Marcion was not responsible for Christians’ 

adopting a New Testament; he was responsible ‘for their retaining the Old Testament.’” 

Barton concludes that “Marcion was not a major influence on the formation of the New 

Testament; he was simply a Marcionite.”
 128

 

-------------------------- 

Tertullian notes that “Marcion expressly and openly used the knife, not the pen, since he 

made such an excision of the Scriptures as suited his own subject matter”.
129

 

-------------------------- 

Although Marcion restricted the use of some Christian writings in his churches, that is 

not the same as inventing the notion of Christian Scriptures or establishing a biblical 

canon. Had he intended the latter, it is amazing that not even his followers followed his 

example since they cited and interpreted Christian literature other than Luke’s gospel and 

the Letters of Paul.
130

 

                                                      
124

 McDonald, Biblical Canon, page 367 
125

 McDonald, Biblical Canon, page 329 
126

 McDonald, Biblical Canon, page 332 
127

 McDonald, Biblical Canon, page 332 
128

 McDonald, Biblical Canon, page 329 
129

 McDonald, Biblical Canon, page 330 
130

 McDonald, Biblical Canon, page 330 



3: The Watchtower Society Relies on Christendom’s Canon 

44 

-------------------------- 

It is doubtful, however, that [Marcion’s] collection was the first collection of Pauline 

Epistles. In fact, it makes more sense to assume that his collection was possible only 

because churches before him had made use of Paul’s writings and had circulated them to 

other churches. Dahl argues that a ten-letter Pauline corpus was available before the time 

of Marcion and that he simply made use of it and edited it.
131

 

-------------------------- 

As a rule, then, Christian writers of this period are simply indifferent to Paul’s letters. 

But this rule knows some striking exceptions. 

The most important of these is Marcion, who was active near the middle of the second 

century. Marcion’s entire understanding of Christianity was ostensibly based on Paul, 

whom he esteemed as the only true apostle of Christ. For him the letters of Paul, together 

with a version of the Gospel of Luke (which Marcion may have thought was derived 

from Paul), were the exclusively authoritative repository of Christian truth, and on the 

basis of these documents Marcion expounded and defended his ultra-Pauline conception 

of Christianity. This teaching won many adherents but also evoked sharp criticism and 

by the late second century was broadly repudiated as heretical. Nevertheless, with 

Marcion, for the first time in second-century Christianity, Paul’s letters are extensively 

employed as the scriptural resource and support of Christian teaching. In addition to 

Marcion, various gnostic Christian teachers of the second century advanced their 

interpretation of Christianity with the aid of Paul’s letters. Basilides, who taught in 

Alexandria during the reign of Hadrian (117-138), and Valentinus, who probably came 

from Egypt but taught in Rome between 135 and 165, both made use of Paul’s letters 

along with other early Christian writings. Among the followers of Valentinus a rather 

rich appeal was made to Paul’s letters, especially by Ptolemy but also by Heracleon and 

Theodotus. Apparently, gnostic Christians considered the apostle authoritative, yet not 

exclusively so, since they employed other writings to a similar effect. 

The appeals made to Paul’s letters by Marcion and the gnostic groups of the second 

century furnish a decided contrast to the neglect of Paul by other Christian writers during 

the same period.
132

 

-------------------------- 

The earliest Christian traditions were oral ones. Jesus did not leave any written texts of 

his preachings — we are dependent on what memories were passed down to the gospel 

writers — and it seems clear that an oral tradition, passed on within the emerging 

Christian communities, was resilient at least until AD 130. … 

In the late second century a group known as the Montanists (after their leader, Montanus) 

caused a stir with their claims that they had direct contact with God and that the end of 

the world was at hand. A ‘New Jerusalem’ would descend from heaven to a small town, 

Pepuza, in Phrygia. It did not, but the fervour of the Montanists … appears to have been 

the catalyst that turned the bishops back to a more secure footing of written texts. There 

never could be any stability in the emerging Church if its teachings could be subverted 

by those claiming to be in direct touch with God. 

Perhaps the most important figure in the tightening up of Christian authority was 

Irenaeus, bishop of the (Greek-speaking) community in Lyons, who insisted on defining 

the Church through its adherence to a canon of texts, approval of which could, he 

claimed, be traced back to the early Church. While, as we have seen, Christian doctrine 

was still fluid and intellectual debate lively and wide-ranging, Irenaeus set the trend 

towards establishing central authority. 
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The difficulty lay in formulating this canon of fundamental texts, partly because there 

was such a variety of early Christian writings. … 

In the middle of the second century AD, as Christians began to turn away from oral 

tradition towards a faith incorporated in written texts, they were faced with the 

momentous decision as to whether they should adopt the Septuagint, which was, after all, 

a purely Jewish text, as one of their own sacred writings. The issue was given focus by 

one Marcion, who was born on the shores of the Black Sea about AD Too and who came 

to Rome in about 139. 

Marcion had read widely in Jewish and Christian literature and had become a champion 

of the letters of Paul. Taking on board Paul’s teaching that Christ had transcended the 

Jewish law, Marcion now argued that the Tanakh no longer had any relevance for 

Christians. He elaborated his argument by claiming that God as portrayed in the Tanakh 

was stern, vengeful and ‘lustful in war’, precisely because he had to enforce the law 

against its enemies. Jesus had brought with him a completely new God who had not 

made any previous appearance until the moment Jesus had come to earth. This new God 

of Jesus (Marcion called him ‘the Stranger God’) had come into the world to save people 

from the forbidding God of the Tanakh. Jesus himself, said Marcion, was fully divine 

and only appeared to be human — a view known as docetism, after the Greek dokeo, ‘I 

seem’. 

Marcion suggested a canon that would include the letters of Paul and Luke’s gospel, but 

that would definitely exclude the whole of the Tanakh. This idea of the two gods was, of 

course, revolutionary, and a council of Christians in Rome condemned it. Marcion was 

forced to leave Rome, but he was such an inspiring preacher that in parts of the eastern 

empire he attracted more followers than did the conventional Christian churches. 

Marcionites were still strong at the time of Augustine in the early fifth century. 

With the rejection of Marcion’s theology, the Septuagint became part of the Christian 

canon of texts.
133

 

-------------------------- 

The significance of Marcion for the history of the Christian Bible is still debated. While 

some affirm that Marcion was ‘the creator of the Christian Holy Scripture’, others 

emphasise that Marcion’s canon only expedited but did not occasion the formation of a 

canon by the Church. The state of our sources scarcely allows of any stringent proof for 

either of the two positions. Yet there is much to be said against any overemphasis on the 

‘great personality’ Marcion_ On the other hand, there is no question that Marcion’s 

attempt, after rejecting the OT, to create a New Testament for himself (consisting of an 

expurgated Luke and ten likewise expurgated Pauline letters) hastened the development 

of a Church canon.
134

 

-------------------------- 

It is striking that Marcion’s New Testament was not treated as closed by his adherents 

(cf. the Epistle to the Laodiceans).
135

 

A possible influence of the Montanists 

It is only a conjecture, although there is much to be said for it, that the question of the 

canon played no very great role for the Montanists. … Even in the later phase 

(Tertullian) there appear to have been no fundamental discussions on this point. … We 
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therefore cannot indeed say that Montanism was the factor which brought about the 

concentration of the Canon.
136

 

Influence of Gnostics 

In the 2nd century there are phenomena which in their time or in a later phase were 

designated ‘heretical’, even though they themselves understood themselves as Christians 

and the boundaries between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ were still very fluid in the 2nd 

century. The written word, i.e., what later became canonical, soon played a certain role in 

the discussions with these phenomena. 

The importance of gnosticism for the rise of the NT canon and of the Christian Bible is 

certainly not to be overlooked. In particular it is probably the case that the debate with 

Gnosticism compelled the Church to reflect upon the ‘true’ and ‘genuine’ tradition. This 

does not mean that the process of the formation of the canon is to be understood merely 

as a defence against the gnostic threat. But in this conflict the Church recognised the 

safeguarding of the tradition as a problem.
137

 

In the 2nd century, the process of the consolidation in writing and delimitation of the 

Jesus tradition and the apostolic tradition had its counterpart in the gnostic area in the rise 

of texts of their own. How far this was in conscious opposition or unconscious analogy to 

writings of the Church is to be established in the case of each individual text, and this is 

certainly not a simple task. 

We cannot deny a certain influence on the formation of the canon to the debate between 

the Church and Gnosticism with its literary products, even if this confrontation was not 

the decisive factor. At any rate we cannot overlook the fact that a gnostic NT could be 

put together from the Christian gnostic texts front Nag Hammadi. Here we find Gospels 

(some writings describe themselves as gospels: the Gospel of Philip, the Gospel of 

Thomas, the Gospel of Truth, etc.). Acts (of Peter). Epistles and Apocalypses (of James, 

Paul and Peter). 

There was, as is well known, no gnostic NT. But the fact that the material for one 

actually lay ready to hand is just as important for the problem of the formation of the 

canon as for the question of the origin of the apocryphal literature.
138

 

THIRD CENTURY 

Tertullian (160-220 CE) 

Tertullian cites or quotes the four canonical Gospels, thirteen Letters of Paul, Acts, 1 

John, 1 Peter, Jude, and Revelation; however, he did not produce a closed or fixed list of 

NT Scriptures, even though he cites these and other writings in an authoritative manner 

and on one occasion refers to them as an “entire volume”. He also adds that Rome 

“mingles the Law and the prophets in one volume”. Beare notes that before Tertullian 

became a Montanist he included in his collection of Scriptures the Shepherd of Hermas, 

but later dismissed it with scorn. Surprisingly, Tertullian also treats Hebrews as marginal 

because he believes that it was written by Barnabas. Like other scholars, however, Beare 

overstates the case that Tertullian had a closed canon of Old and NT Scriptures. Nowhere 

in his extant writings, however, do we find any specific listing or identification of 

precisely what was in Tertullian’s OT or NT.
139
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Origen (182-254 CE) 

Like Clement of Alexandria, Origen drew from the four canonical Gospels, fourteen 

Letters of Paul (including Hebrews), 1 Peter, 1 John, and Revelation.
140

 

-------------------------- 

Origen’s NT canonical list is very likely a creation of Eusebius and Rufinus in the fourth 

century, a hundred years after the death of Origen.
141

 

-------------------------- 

Kalin believes that all such canonical lists were produced in the fourth century or later 

and correctly argues (with Harnack) that the second-century heresies in the church were 

not addressed with a canon of Scripture, but rather with “the canon of truth, the canon of 

faith”.
142

 

-------------------------- 

In addition to writings “recognized” as Scripture and a few doubtful writings (e.g., 

Hebrews, 2 Peter, 2-3 John, James, and Jude), Origen also refers to Barnabas, Shepherd 

of Hermas, and Didache, apparently acknowledging them as Scripture.
143

 

-------------------------- 

The main problem with a supposed canon of Origen is that we have no solid evidence 

from him as to what his biblical canon might be. The supposed lists of canonical books 

presented in both Rufinus and Eusebius are likely inventions by these authors. The 

evidence from Origen is not strong enough to conclude that he accepted all of the 

writings that make up our current NT canon—especially 2 Peter, 2 John, and 3 John—nor 

do we have sufficient evidence to argue that Origen excluded Barnabas or the Shepherd 

of Hermas from his collection of sacred writings. The scholarly consensus is that Origen 

never had a closed canon of NT Scriptures.
144

 

3RD – 4TH CENTURIES 

Not all Christians in the fourth century agreed on the books that belonged in the canon of 

Christian Scriptures. In fact, differences of opinion on what is sacred Scripture in the 

church have never been completely silenced, in spite of the decisions of the later church 

councils. The decisions reached in this period with the assistance of Constantine were 

highly influential in decisions made by churches in subsequent generations.
145

 

-------------------------- 

Most ancient collections or lists of Christian Scriptures date after the first half of the 

fourth century. The existence of a list of sacred writings does not, however, mean that its 

author(s) had a canon or closed collection of Christian Scriptures. Often it is simply a list 

of allusions, citations, or quotations from the NT and other ancient literature used by 

some of the church fathers. Merely collecting and tabulating these references does not 

constitute a biblical canon; it says no more than that the theology of the early church 

fathers was informed by these earlier writings. And until we come to the fourth century, 

such references for the most part do not prove that the literature was even acknowledged 

to be Scripture. (Footnote: The term list is not the best term to describe these collections 
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since it suggests that their patristic authors drew up a closed list of Christian Scriptures. 

Irenaeus, Clement, and Origen, for example, made no such lists.)
146

 

Eusebius (263-339 CE) 

The first undisputed closed collections of Christian Scriptures begin with Eusebius, 

probably the creator of such lists, in the fourth century.
147

 

-------------------------- 

Eusebius was the most influential person of the fourth century in regard to the emergence 

of a NT biblical canon. He was the first to provide a catalogue of books that were 

approved, not approved, or disputed.
148

 

-------------------------- 

Eusebius himself did not acknowledge the scriptural status of the book of Revelation, but 

because of Constantine’s preference for the book, it was added. Remarkably, this book 

was included in fourth-century lists and manuscripts from the Eastern region of the 

empire, where its popular reception was often cold! If the matter of which books 

belonged in the Christian Bible was not finalized before then (325-330), as one surmises 

from Eusebius’s comments, then it probably was settled at least for Eusebius by the time 

he produced the fifty copies of the Christian Scriptures.
149

 

Athanasius of Alexandria (295-373 CE) 

The most famous of the lists of NT canonical Scriptures that eventually carried the day is 

Athanasius’s Thirty-ninth Festal Letter from Alexandria, which corresponds to the 

twenty-seven books of the NT acknowledged in the church today. The Council of Nicea 

(325) settled the issue of when to celebrate Easter. Later, Athanasius was appointed 

Bishop of Alexandria and annually wrote a Festal Letter to his churches to announce the 

date of the following Easter. He did this from 328 to 373 and in the thirty-ninth letter he 

identified the canons of the Old and New Testaments.
150

 

-------------------------- 

While the canon set forth by Athanasius ultimately prevailed in the majority of the 

churches in succeeding centuries, there is no evidence that it had much impact on all of 

the churches of his day or even on those of his own region of Egypt. Not until almost 

seven hundred years later was the book of Revelation universally accepted into the 

canon.151 

-------------------------- 

We should not suppose that the conclusions of Eusebius or even those of Athanasius, 

were immediately accepted everywhere by everyone.
152

 

-------------------------- 

When was this New Testament finally collected and authorized? The first instance we 

have of any Christian author urging that our current twenty-seven books, and only these 

twenty-seven, should be accepted as Scripture occurred in the year 367 CE, in a letter 

written by the powerful bishop of Alexandria (Egypt), Athanasius. Even then the matter 

was not finally resolved, however, as different churches, even within the orthodox form 

of Christianity, had different ideas—for example, about whether the Apocalypse of John 

could be accepted as Scripture (it finally was, of course), or whether the Apocalypse of 
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Peter should be (it was not); whether the epistle of Hebrews should be included (it was) 

or the epistle of Barnabas (it was not); and so on. In other words, the debates lasted over 

three hundred years.
153

 

Excerpt from Athanasius’s Festal Letter154
 

Again it is not tedious to speak of the [books] of the New Testament. These are, the four 

Gospels, according to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Afterwards, the Acts of the 

Apostles and Epistles (called Catholic), seven, viz. [namely] of James, one; of Peter, two; 

of John, three; after these, one of Jude. In addition, there are fourteen Epistles of Paul, 

written in this order. The first, to the Romans; then two to the Corinthians; after these, to 

the Galatians; next, to the Ephesians; then to the Philippians; then to the Colossians; after 

these, two to the Thessalonians, and that to the Hebrews; and again, two to Timothy; one 

to Titus; and lastly, that to Philemon. And besides, the Revelation of John. … 

But for greater exactness I add this also, writing of necessity; that there are other books 

besides these not indeed included in the Canon, but appointed by the Fathers to be read 

by those who newly join us, and who wish for instruction in the word of godliness. The 

Wisdom of Solomon, and the Wisdom of Sirach, and Esther, and Judith, and Tobit, and 

that which is called the Teaching of the Apostles, and the Shepherd. But the former, my 

brethren, are included in the Canon, the latter being read. 

Disunity over the canon continued 

There continued to be debates and differences of opinion, even in Athanasius’s home 

church. For example, the famous teacher of the late-fourth-century Alexandria, Didymus 

the Blind, claimed that 2 Peter was a “forgery” that was not to be included in the canon. 

Moreover, Didymus quoted other books, including the Shepherd of Hermas and the 

Epistle of Barnabas, as scriptural authorities. 

Going somewhat further afield, in the early fifth century, the church in Syria finalized its 

New Testament canon and excluded from it 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude, and Revelation, 

making a canon of twenty-two books rather than twenty-seven. The church in Ethiopia 

eventually accepted the twenty-seven books named by Athanasius but added four others 

not otherwise widely known—Sinodos, the Book of Clement (which is not 1 or 2 

Clement), the Book of the Covenant, and the Didascalia—for a thirty-one book canon. 

Other churches had yet other canons. And so, when we talk about the “final” version of 

the New Testament, we are doing so in (mental) quotation marks, for there never has 

been complete agreement on the canon throughout the Christian world. 

There has been agreement, however, throughout most of the Roman Catholic, Eastern 

Orthodox, and Protestant traditions. The twenty-seven books named by Athanasius are 

“the” New Testament. Even so, the process did not come to a definitive conclusion 

through an official ratification of Athanasius’s canon, say, at a church council called for 

the purpose. There was no official, churchwide pronouncement on the matter until the 

Council of Trent in the mid-sixteenth century (which, as a Roman Catholic council, was 

binding only on Roman Catholics). But by then, the twenty-seven books were already 

“set” as Scripture. 

Thus, the canon of the New Testament was ratified by widespread consensus rather than 

by official proclamation. Still, by the beginning of the fifth century, most churches in the 

Christian world agreed on its contours.
155

 

-------------------------- 
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Inclusion and exclusion in the canonical processes were in a constant dynamic 

relationship almost from the beginning. The church in the fourth century was open to 

new words from the Lord just as Christians in the first and second centuries were. 

Likewise, some Christians in the second century were just as opposed to some Christian 

writings as those in the fourth century were. Opposition to writings that did not conform 

to the regula fidei was just as present earlier as it was later in the church. At least half of 

the current NT writings, if not more, were functioning as Scripture by the end of the 

second century, if not sooner. The fixing of the precise boundaries of the sacred 

collection(s), however, was a later decision for the church. The boundaries of the 

Christian biblical canon were in a state of flux for a considerable time in the church at 

large. Indeed, what was fixed in one segment of the church could still be under debate in 

another, and the church never agreed fully on the scope of its Bible.
156

 

-------------------------- 

What becomes obvious in all such listings or collections of NT documents from the time 

of Marcion until the beginning of the fourth century is the absence of any agreement on 

what such a grouping means and whether these collections should be considered lists of 

sacred Scriptures. With the fourth-century catalogues, we can begin to speak of 

“Canonical lists,” but before then it is not clear what the precise boundaries of the 

Christian Scriptures were. And not until the end of the fourth century was a general 

consensus reached on most of the twenty-seven books that make up our present NT. 

Aland correctly observes that it took centuries longer for a consensus to be reached on 

our present twenty-seven books. (Aland, The problem of the New Testament Canon, page 

12). 

The first undisputed closed collections of Christian Scriptures begin with Eusebius, 

probably the creator of such lists, in the fourth century.
157

 

-------------------------- 

These and other lists indicate the variety of views on what literature informed the beliefs 

and thought of the earliest Christian communities and what was considered authoritative 

in those communities for faith and practice. … These lists indicate to some extent the 

broad acceptance in the early churches of the majority of the books that constitute our 

present NT canon—and also the fair amount of diversity that existed in the church well 

into the fifth century.
158

 

-------------------------- 

The notion of a closed NT canon was not a second-century development in the early 

church and there were still considerable differences of opinion about what should 

comprise that canon even in the fourth and fifth centuries. There was never a time in the 

fourth or fifth centuries, however, when the whole church adopted as Scripture all of the 

twenty-seven books of the NT and those books alone. The four canonical Gospels, for 

example, were set aside in the Syrian churches in favor of Tatian’s Diatessaron until 

after approximately 400. Many Christians continued to reject in practice parts of the 

greater church’s canon long after there was a general recognition of it.
159

 

-------------------------- 

Even in the fourth century, when the four canonical Gospels were widely acknowledged 

in the majority of churches, we cannot say that only the four canonical Gospels and no 

others received recognition and acceptance in the churches, for some non-canonical 

gospels, acts, and letters continued to be read in several churches. 
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For example, the Protoevangelium of James had considerable influence in the fourth and 

fifth centuries and significantly affected the results of the Council of Ephesus in 431, 

which found support in this apocryphal gospel for its conclusion that Mary was the 

“mother of God,” the Theotokos (“God-bearer”). Following this, the Infancy Gospel of 

James exerted considerable influence on Christian art and piety, and, as Mary was 

venerated, groups within the church turned to it for inspiration and guidance.
160

 

-------------------------- 

In the late fourth and early fifth centuries, some Eastern churches rejected Revelation, 

even though they appear to have been in substantial agreement regarding most of the 

other Christian literature in Athanasius’s canon.
161

 

-------------------------- 

Even more important than Western doubts about the authenticity of Hebrews were 

Eastern doubts about the canonicity of the catholic or general epistles ascribed to James, 

Peter, John, and Jude. Some Eastern writings and writers reflect acceptance of none of 

them.
162

 

“Truth” the determinant 

This widespread concern for the truth—that is, the correct understanding of the story of 

Jesus—was significant in the church’s decision about what literature to read in its 

worship. What did not conform to this tradition was eventually considered heresy and 

rejected.
163

 

-------------------------- 

Orthodox Christian opposition to Marcion’s limited collection of Christian writings and 

his rejection of the OT and opposition to the many sacred writings of the gnostics came 

from local churches, based on an understanding of the Christian faith that was believed to 

be normative in the majority of the churches. In other words, opposition to the so-called 

heresies of the second centuries did not come from organized church councils, but from 

local church leaders. 

Early creedal statements, just like all subsequent creedal formulations of any era, were 

forged in particular contexts in the churches and often were formed in a controversial 

setting.
164

 

-------------------------- 

Theological issues were a significant concern to the early church and played an important 

role in its development. … This theological concern led the early church to employ the 

“rule of faith” as the criterion of orthodoxy to determine which writings could be used in 

the church. Bishop Serapion (ca. 200) rejected the reading of the Gospel of Peter in 

church because of this criterion of truth.  

… His rejection [of the Gospel of Peter] was based upon the book’s divergence from 

what was generally accepted as true in the churches of his day. It was not because of its 

questionable authorship, though that may have played a small role, but because the 

theology was considered out of step with the “rule of faith” operating in the church. 

Serapion’s initial willingness to accept the reading of the Gospel of Peter in his churches 

is also instructive. Had there been a widely recognized closed four-gospel canon at that 

time (ca. 200), he might well have rejected the Gospel of Peter on such grounds. In this 
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example, apostolicity and antiquity evidently took a back seat to the criterion of truth. If 

a writing was too far away from what was believed to be the core or central teaching that 

had been handed on in the churches, it was rejected.
165

 

The dominant Christians determined the Canon 

The previous Chapter of this Study outlined the major groups of Christians and the respective leaders. 

It showed that one group came to dominate, so it is natural that their writings dominated the list 

(canon) of Sacred scriptures, known as the “New Testament”. As is shown, for example, by the 

earliest known Canon, that of Marcion, the beliefs of a group of Christians determined which writings 

were included in their canon. Thus the New Testament commonly accepted by the Western Church is 

overwhelmingly dominated by Paul’s writings, genuine and those incorrectly attributed to him. 

Further, the writings 1 Peter and 2 Peter (written about 100 years after the Apostles’ deaths) were 

created by members of the Pauline community. 

It is said, with some validity, that Christianity owes its existence and beliefs to Paul’s vision and to his 

writings. Paul has had greater influence than any other. Jesus left no written record and much effort is 

required on the part of Biblical scholarship to determine whether words attributed to Jesus’ lips were 

actually uttered by him. 

The canon of Christian scriptures gained its impetus when Marcion produced his list. Other groups, 

including the Paulines, were impelled to counter Marcion, although it took a further 300 years or so 

before an acceptable level of agreement was reached. The WTS accepts what these Church Fathers 

said and the canon of Scripture they ultimately developed. 

The victory of proto-orthodox Christianity in its quest for dominance left a number of 

indelible marks on the history of Western civilization. Of these, none has proved more 

significant than the formation of the New Testament as a canon of Scripture. … 

Why were these twenty-seven books included, and not others? Who decided which books 

to include? On what basis? And when? It is one thing for believers to affirm, on 

theological grounds, that the decisions about the canon, like the books themselves, were 

divinely inspired, but it is another thing to look at the actual history of the process and to 

ponder the long drawn-out arguments over which books to include and which to reject. 

The process did not take a few months or years. It took centuries. And even then there 

was no unanimity.
166

 

Disagreements continue to the present day 

Christians often gathered for great councils to debate and discuss important religious 

subjects, including the canon. These councils are usually named for the city where they 

took place. The Council held in Laodicea (perhaps around 363 CE) discussed the books 

of the Bible, but the results probably resembled the Festal Letter of Athanasius. 

Finally, however, the Council at Hippo, influenced by the famous early Christian 

theologian St. Augustine, met in 393 and also determined a list and made a formal 

pronouncement. But did this pronouncement really settle the matter of the Christian 

canon? Apparently not, because modern churches have felt the need to also make final 

statements! Here’s a rundown of more modern developments: 

 The Roman Catholic Church didn’t finally and officially set its canon of the Bible until 

1546! It took place at the famous Council of Trent centuries after the time of Jesus. The 

Roman Catholic Church’s canon, which remains in place today, includes the standard 

Jewish list of the Hebrew Bible, plus the Deutero-Canonical books and the standard list 

of the New Testament. 
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 The Greek Orthodox Church finally established its official canon in 1950 (yes, 1950) 

and included 2 Ezra and 3 Maccabees, with 4 Maccabees printed in an appendix in the 

Bible. 

 Protestantism is thought to have started with Martin Luther (1483-1546), so the various 

Protestant groups established their canons after his time. Martin Luther famously 

determined that his movement would adopt the Jewish canon, which is why the Jewish 

Hebrew Bible and Luther’s Old Testament differ only slightly in arrangement, but 

contain the same writings. 

 The Reform churches (for example, the churches emerging from John Calvin’s 

traditions, such as Presbyterian churches and many Baptist churches) established their 

present canon in the late 16th century. Calvin endorses the same canon as Luther, which 

is why all Protestants in the modern world have the same books of their Bible. 

In any case, it should be clear that if you want to understand the canon of the Christian 

Bible (both Old and New Testaments) and even the Jewish Hebrew Bible, you have to 

recognize that their creations were slow processes. 

Nobody’s canon dropped from the sky ready-made!
167

 

-------------------------- 

Only during the Reformation did the Catholics achieve unity on the NT canon with the 

decree by the Council of Trent, but by that time Luther had already questioned the full 

canonical status of James, Hebrews, Jude, and Revelation, not to mention the 

deuterocanonical books (the Apocrypha).
168

 

Ethiopian canon 

The Ethiopian church, which traces its roots to the fourth-century church, claims a canon 

of some eighty-one books. At no time in history has the whole church agreed completely 

on what literature should make up its canon of Scriptures.
169

 

-------------------------- 

The Ethiopian canon contains forty-six OT books and thirty-five NT books and claims that 

this canon of Scriptures was carried by Christian missionaries to Ethiopia in 330. … 

When the canon was subsequently settled in other parts of the church, the Ethiopian 

community of Christians was isolated from the rest of the Christian world because of the 

Islamic conquests, especially in the seventh century, and for nine centuries did not know 

of the canonical decisions by the rest of the churches. Hence, they have a much larger 

canon, which may represent a much older tradition than does the present biblical 

canon.
170

 

Codices included writings that were not canonised later 

Whereas the Jews used scrolls, the Christians preferred the codex format, in which sheets are written 

on and bound along one edge.
171

 Surviving codices from the 4th and 5th centuries include books that 

are now considered apocryphal. These were produced after Athanasius presented his 27-book 

selection. 

Several ancient biblical manuscripts include non-canonical Christian writings. For 

example, Codex Claramontanus, a bilingual Greek-Latin manuscript dating to the fifth-

sixth century, includes Shepherd of Hermas, Acts of Paul, and Revelation of Peter. 
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Codex Alexandrinus (fifth century) contains 1-2 Clement. Codex Hierosolymitanus 

(eleventh century) includes 1-2 Clement, Barnabas, Didache, and an interpolated text of 

the letters of Ignatius. 

Barnabas and Shepherd of Hermas are also included in the fourth-century Codex 

Sinaiticus. In fact, Barnabas became canonical literature in some circles, was quoted by 

Clement of Alexandria as Scripture, and was even called a “Catholic Epistle” by 

Origen.
172

 

Impacts of OT canonisation 

It must be specially emphasised that in the investigation of the history of the New 

Testament canon we must not overlook the connection between the rise of the NT and 

the canonising of the OT. The origins of the two-part Christian Bible and the formation 

of a New Testament canon hang closely together.
173

 

The writers of the NT did not consider the Hebrew canon closed or aligned with today’s 39 books. 

They freely cited Hebrew texts that are today considered non-canonical (apocryphal). These NT 

applications of OT Apocrypha are listed at pages 452-464 (that means 13 pages!) of McDonald, 

Biblical Canon, while an even more extensive listing is provided at pages 342-409 of Evans, Ancient 

Texts. 

The most influential of the Pseudepigraphical [Hebrew] books was that of Enoch. It is 

quoted in Jude 14-15. Verbal echoes are found in Matthew, Luke, John, Hebrews, 

Thessalonians, I Peter and Revelation, and probably in other books. It exercised a greater 

influence on the New Testament, in fact, than all the other non-canonical books together. 

It was considered sacred by Barnabas, Irenaeus, Tertullian and Clement of Alexandria; 

and it is found in the Ethiopic version as a part of the Bible. … 

In the first century A.D., it was very influential with both Jews and Christians, but in the 

second century the Jews rejected it. It preserved a high place with Christians until about 

the third century, and then began to fall into discredit. … 

The Secrets of Enoch, or Slavonic Enoch, written from 1 to 50 A.D., has a number of 

interesting features. There are numerous echoes from it in the New Testament. It is in 

this book that the millennium is first mentioned. God’s creation of the world in six days, 

resting on the seventh, is taken to be symbolic. Since a thousand years with God are as 

one day, this symbolic story indicates that the world is to continue substantially as it is 

for six thousand years, after which will come the millennium, corresponding to God’s 

day of rest. At the close of the millennium time will end, and the righteous will have 

eternal bliss. Such an idea has had widespread acceptance in the world, and here is its 

origin. Here also we first learn of the seven heavens, an idea used later by Paul and the 

writer of Hebrews. … 

The Assumption of Moses, discovered in 1861, is quoted in Jude 9; and the Apocalypse 

of Elijah is quoted in Cor. 2:9 and in Eph. 5:14. The Ethiopic Version abounds in these 

books. Among its contents are found the Prophecy of Jeremiah, the Rest of the Words of 

Baruch, Jubilees, Enoch, and the Ascension of Isaiah. … The Sibylline Oracles exerted 

considerable influence on the apocalyptic ideas of New Testament times.
174
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Chart: WTS Scripture Inspired, page 303 

Although the chart at page 303 of the WTS “Scripture Inspired” book carries the title: “Catalogs”, in 

most instances these are but references to individual citations. They are not presentations of a Catalog 

by the Church Father. 

A glance at the accompanying chart reveals that a number of fourth-century catalogs of 

the Christian Scriptures, dated prior to the above-mentioned council, agree exactly with 

our present canon, and some others omit only Revelation. Before the end of the second 

century, there is universal acceptance of the four Gospels, Acts, and 12 of the apostle 

Paul’s letters. Only a few of the smaller writings were doubted in certain areas. Likely 

this was so because such writings were limited in their initial circulation for one reason 

or another and thus took longer to become accepted as canonical.
175

 

 

WTS, Scripture Inspired, page 303 

Despite this chart clearly showing that argument and discussion on the list (canon) continued for 

several centuries, the WTS Insight book incorrectly writes: 

By the end of the second century there was no question but that the canon of the 

Christian Greek Scriptures was closed.
176
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The chart is limited and selective; it lists only a few Church Fathers that it cites as supports 

throughout its book, Scripture Inspired. The following Charts list the citations of the early Church 

Fathersas given by the WTS, Scripture Inspired book. Also provided are comparisons between the 

above Chart and Fathers it does reference throughout its books. 

Citations by Apostolic Fathers are provided in The Biblical Canon by Lee McDonald, pages 384-399 

and in the 1905 book, The New Testament in the Apostolic Fathers (Oxford Society of Historical 

Theology). 
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This Table shows the NT books that the WTS book Scripture Inspired calls on a Church Father for support. (Yellow highlighting indicates 50% support or 

greater; blue highlighting show where the WTS did not seek support from a Church Father.) 

DIRECT NAMING OF CHURCH FATHERS IN WTS BOOK, “All Scripture is Inspired of God and Beneficial” 
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This Table compares the details in the above Table for Origen with the support claimed in the Chart at page 303 of the WTS book, Scripture Inspired. 

ORIGEN: COMPARISON OF THE CITATIONS WITH THE CHART ON PAGE 303 
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(Origen is directly cited 10 times in the “Scripture Inspired” book) 

Origen                            

(Chart on page 303 gives 27 by Origen) 

Origen A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A DA DA A DA A DA DA DA A 
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This Table compares the details in the above Table for Irenaeus with the support claimed in the Chart at page 303 of the WTS book, Scripture Inspired. 

IRENAEUS: COMPARISON OF THE CITATIONS WITH THE CHART ON PAGE 303 
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(Irenaeus is directly cited 14 times in the “Scripture Inspired” book) 

Irenaeus                            

(Chart on page 303 gives 24 by Irenaeus) 

Irenaeus A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A 
 

D ? A A A A 
  

A 

 

 

 

 

This Table compares the details in the above Table for Tertullian with the support claimed in the Chart at page 303 of the WTS book, Scripture Inspired. 

TERTULLIAN: COMPARISON OF THE CITATIONS WITH THE CHART ON PAGE 303 
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(Tertullian is directly cited 10 times in the “Scripture Inspired” book) 

Tertullian   
 

                        

(Chart on page 303 gives 23 by Tertullian) 
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This Table compares the details in the above Table for Clement with the support claimed in the Chart at page 303 of in the WTS book, Scripture Inspired. 

CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA: COMPARISON OF THE CITATIONS WITH THE CHART ON PAGE 303 
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(Clement of Alexandria is directly cited 9 times in the “Scripture Inspired” book) 
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(Chart on page 303 gives 23 by Clement of Alexandria) 
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This Table compares the details in the above Table for Eusebius with the support claimed in the Chart at page 303 of the WTS book, Scripture Inspired. 

EUSEBIUS: COMPARISON OF THE CITATIONS WITH THE CHART ON PAGE 303 
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(Eusebius is directly cited 7 times in the “Scripture Inspired” book) 

Eusebius (Historian)   
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Only a majority on the WTS Chart are “lists” 

Sixteen sources are referenced to in the above chart. The WTS book says that the “majority” are lists, 

but it fails to identify which these are.  

The majority of the catalogs in the chart are specific lists showing which books were 

accepted as canonical.
 177

 

This means that some of the references in the chart are to quotations by a Church Father, not from any 

formal list they produced. 

Those of Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, and Origen are completed from the 

quotations they made, which reveal how they regarded the writings referred to. These are 

further supplemented from the records of the early historian Eusebius.
178

 

A reference by a Church Father does not prove Scripture 

The fact that a Church Father refers to a writing does not indicate the existence of a catalog or formal 

list (canon). This means that a large number of these entries in the Chart are not formal “Catalogs” – 

they are simply citations of writings by Church Fathers. 

The history of the NT canon cannot be mastered by establishing when, where and how a 

document which later belongs to the canon is quoted. Naturally investigations of this 

kind are necessary, and useful for the early history. But use of a document, or a special 

value given to it, does not yet mean canonisation. Even a possible demonstration of its 

use in public worship does not say much for the beginnings of the canon.
179

 

These same Fathers equally quoted writings that were later not accepted into the Canon. A writing 

might be considered as sacred scripture but it can exist without the need for a canon. A Canon, 

however, which simplistically is a list, requires the existence of Scriptures. For example, while NT 

writers referred to Hebrew writings as religiously authoritative, there is no known record whether a 

Canon of Hebrew Scriptures was ever formally pronounced.
180

 

Patristic Citations 

The following is by Kurt Aland, a Bible scholar whose work is used by the WTS. 

It is as true of New Testament quotations in the Church Fathers as it is of the versions 

that they are often misjudged and consequently misused. The route from a modern 

edition of a Church Father’s works back to the text which he read in his New Testament 

may be long and tortuous. … Even when a modern critical edition is available there is no 

certainty that it preserves the New Testament quotations of a work as they occurred in its 

original form. 

Take the ideal example of a Church Father’s commentary on a New Testament book, 

which promises to yield the greatest number of quotations. Not only are there constant 

citations from the book commented on in the commentary proper, but there is usually 

also the complete text (called the lemma) preceding the commentary. The text of the 

lemma was endangered from the start because its very length offered a constant 

temptation to the copyist to replace it with a familiar form. Consequently the lemma must 

be used with caution and under the constant control of quotations in the commentary 

itself. The lemma text may be accepted as authentic only when there is positive 

agreement, and even then only if the editor has edited the text correctly, neither 

following a poor tradition nor simply replacing the manuscript tradition with one 

personally preferred. 
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It is bad enough when an edition of Cyprian’s works can evoke the comment, “It is now 

generally acknowledged that in its treatment of Cyprian’s biblical quotations it erred in 

following the wrong group of witnesses. The kind of Bible used by the African Father 

cannot be learned from the edited text, but must be gathered from the apparatus.”  

But it is even worse when an editor not only fails to reconstruct the text of the New 

Testament quotations successfully but also neglects completely to record the variant 

readings in the tradition or gives them inadequately at best. … 

There are today more problems connected with the New Testament quotations, even in 

the works of outstanding editors, than would be imagined. 

Further, even when the text of a Father can be accepted as reliably edited, the problems 

are not yet over. Very frequently there are new problems. Passage by passage it must be 

established whether the text is a quotation from the New Testament (and if so, from 

which book — a difficult if not impossible distinction with parallel Gospel passages) or 

only an allusion. While this may be relatively easy to do in commentaries, these 

constitute only a small fraction of the patristic literature. If it is a quotation, the next 

question is whether the Father was intentionally rephrasing or was quoting from memory, 

or if it can be assumed that he was copying the text from a manuscript—for only then 

would it have full value as a witness. … 

There have been many attempts to solve the great riddle of the New Testament text used 

by Origen, … Establishing the New Testament text of the Church Fathers has a strategic 

importance for textual history and criticism. It shows us how the text appeared at 

particular times and in particular places: this is information we can find nowhere else. 

With a Greek manuscript there is no way of knowing the age of the exemplar it was 

copied from, nor when we know the provenance of a manuscript is there any way of 

knowing the provenance of its exemplar, which is even more important.  

Only the papyri from the period before A.D. 300 may be relied on for such information, 

but these are relevant only to developments in Egypt when it was hardly a leading 

province of the Church. For an appreciation of the development of the text in the major 

church centers of the period they are useless. Many important tasks challenge us here. 

With more adequate information about the Church Fathers’ text of the New Testament 

we would have firmer guidelines for a history of the text. This is a field ripe for 

innumerable doctoral dissertations and learned investigations. Any volunteers?
181

 

The WTS manipulates the information 

By citing Church Fathers in terms of the current NT Canon, the WTS attempts to distort reality. 

When a Church Father cites a writing, this does not prove that the writing is either part of a Canon or 

that the Father only cited writings that were ultimately deemed to be Scripture. These Fathers cited 

writings that were later deemed non-canonical. Also, these Fathers held to beliefs that were later 

deemed heretical or beliefs that are rejected by the WTS. 

The WTS also confines the story by referring only to one group of Christians – the Pauline (“proto-

orthodox”) group that later decided which of their writings would be considered as Sacred Scripture. 

A number of competing Christian groups with seriously large followings thrived during those early 

centuries, from its very outset. At times, the “proto-orthodox” were in the minority; their success 

resulted from being anointed by Emperor Constantine. Had he selected a different Christian sect, 

Western civilisation would have taken a completely different course. 

It is thus important to take account of some of the major competing voices. They had their own 

Scriptures. In accepting the Christian Scriptures, as it has done, the WTS is thus aligned with 

Constantine’s anointing of the “proto-orthodox” sect and it relies on the Sacred Scriptures produced 

by that sect. 
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The WTS is completely beholden to Christendom’s people and to its list of Sacred writings. 

Chart confines the scope 

The above chart in the Scripture Inspired book is confined to those books which are on the current list 

of New Testament books. Restricting the above chart in this way distorts the reality, since these same 

Church Fathers accepted and referred to writings outside the currently used list. 

1 Clement … was widely known and valued in the second century and later. Irenaeus 

spoke of its author as one who “had seen the blessed apostles and had been conversant 

with them,” and who therefore could be said “to have the preaching of the apostles still 

echoing in his ears and their traditions before his eyes”. Hence, Irenaeus considered the 

letter a faithful source of apostolic teaching. The letter was also esteemed by Clement of 

Alexandria. … Eusebius confirms the popularity of 1 Clement by remarking that “this 

letter was publicly read in the common assembly in many churches in the old days and in 

our own time”. 

The Epistle of Barnabas also acquired an early authority, especially in churches of the 

east. Clement of Alexandria regarded it as a letter of the apostle Barnabas. … 

The Shepherd of Hermas, an apocalypse composed in Rome about the middle of the 

second century, rapidly gained respect as authoritative scripture by reason of its claim to 

be an inspired revelation. It was acknowledged without reservation as scripture by 

Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria and Tertullian. 

The Apocalypse of Peter was also used as Christian scripture in this period. Clement of 

Alexandria commented on it in his Hypotyposeis, and in the Muratorian list it is 

mentioned with approval along with Revelation, though it is also noted that “some of our 

people do not want it to be read in the church”. But it found its way into several later 

eastern lists of authoritative books and seems to have been current mainly in the eastern 

churches. 

Without discussing several other documents which had some early currency as scripture 

(The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles [Didache], The Gospel of the Hebrews, Acts of 

various apostles, etc.), it is clear that a very large number of early Christian writings were 

valued as authoritative by the end of the second century.
182

 

--------------------- 

The Didache or the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, [was] probably composed during 

the last two or three decades of the first century AD, and the Epistle of Barnabas, [was] 

written before, but presumably not much before, the second Jewish rebellion against 

Rome in AD 132-5. The Didache is the product of Jewish Christianity and Barnabas is a 

typical Gentile-Christian writing. 

The Didache, though it was patently used in antiquity as a model for later church 

regulations, … was nevertheless classified by the famous church historian Eusebius (c. 

260-339) as being among the ‘spurious’, i.e. non-canonical, books distinct from the New 

Testament. …  

The epistle [of Barnabas] was acknowledged as belonging to the canon of sacred 

Christian literature by the great third-century Alexandrian authorities, Clement and 

Origen, and as such was included in the oldest Greek Bible, the fourth-century Codex 

Sinaiticus. Subsequently however it was firmly downgraded by the church and relegated 

to the category of the extra-canonical writings, as we learn both from Eusebius and from 

St Jerome. … 

The Didache and Barnabas furnish a valuable insight, independent from the New 

Testament, into the life and ideas of the early followers of Jesus, the former probably 
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envisaging communities in Palestine or Syria, whereas the home ground of the Epistle of 

Barnabas is supposed to be Egypt, most likely Alexandria, as its characteristic use of 

allegorical Old Testament interpretation would suggest. They permit a precious glimpse 

into two types of communities in the nascent church, and exemplify their way of life as 

well as their fundamental beliefs.
183

 

--------------------- 

In 367 CE, Athanasius was the earliest to present a list of 27 books that corresponds with the current 

list, but the Council did not discuss the matter. The matter was still open. As can be seen from the 

WTS chart, discussion continued and the subject was presented at the Council in 397 CE. The chart 

shows that disagreements continued after Atahansius had presented his Canon, particularly over the 

book of Revelation. 

Codex Sinaiticus (middle 4th century) includes in its New Testament two books that are not in the 

current list (canon) of Sacred writings – Epistle of Barnabas and The Shepherd of Hermas
184

 

Codex Alexandrinus, from the 5th century, includes the two epistles of Clement: 

and the Table of Contents indicates they were treated as Scripture. … It originally 

contained the Psalms of Solomon.
185

 

The Roman Church did not vote on the subject until the 15th century. Protestants, including Lutherans 

have never formally accepted the list of 27 books, but have accepted the list on the basis of tradition. 

Some Eastern churches still do not have the same listing of 27 books. 

Many modern Bible scholars would like the subject of the NT canon to be reopened but they know 

this will not take place because of the uproar that would cause. 
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Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, and Origen were Bishops or Church Theologians of the 2nd to 4th Centuries 
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Bishop Irenaeus did not produce a Canon and he cited the Shepherd of Hermas and 1 Clement 
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Clement of Alexandria cited non-canonical books, including Barnabas, which he considered Apostolic 
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Tertullian did not produce a Canon and he cited Shepherd of Hermas before becoming a Montanist 
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Origen cited Barnabas, Shepherd of Hermas, and Didache, apparently acknowledging them as Scripture 
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Bishop Eusebius was the first to produce a Catalog of books; he personally did not accept Revelation 
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The Trinitarian Bishop Athanasius was the first to produce the list of 27 books currently accepted by most present-day Christian churches 
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Further centuries passed while the Christian Church addressed its Canon of Scriptures. 

Decisions were arrived at through the common consent of the broad Christian community, not by its leadership 
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Known non-canonical (Apocryphal) Christian writings186 

First century NT writers said many written and oral accounts were circulating at the time. Several are 

referred to by Athanasius when he presented his list of books that are to form the NT Canon. 

Non-canonical gospels filled various voids in the NT texts, such as details about Jesus’ 

birth, childhood, and family members and even additional information about his 

resurrection and ascension. 

In other genres, the Letter to the Laodiceans was produced under Paul’s name (see Col 

4:16), and the Acts of Paul and Thecla describes Paul’s appearance and his ministry in 

Iconium, although its focus is on a young woman named Thecla. 

The early church seemed anxious to leave nothing to the imagination, and in the second 

and third centuries the Christians produced many pseudonymous or apocryphal writings 

to fill the voids in the NT literature. Attaching an apostle’s name to that literature helped 

it gain acceptance in the churches and lets us know that apostolic authorship added 

credibility to the churches’ emerging Christian Scriptures. 

Many sayings of Jesus circulating in the early churches were not included in any of the 

canonical Gospels. Popularly called agrapha, these sayings clearly functioned in an 

authoritative manner in the churches that received them and passed them on to other 

Christians. Found in non-canonical literature (Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Peter), in 

writings of the early church fathers, and in NT manuscripts, this collection now includes 

some 266 sayings of Jesus.
187

 

-------------------------- 

Before the end of the second century many Christians used more than four gospels, even 

though the ‘canonical’ four were the ones most widely employed. We should add that 

some Christians relied upon only one gospel—either one of the four or one more highly 

favoured by a particular sect.
188

 

-------------------------- 

Some apocryphal gospels, however, seem to have been more like those generally 

accepted by Christians. Among these were the gospels According to the Hebrews and 

According to the Egyptians.
189

 

-------------------------- 

Many other Christian writings were also widely valued and employed during the second 

century, but only some of these were eventually to find their way into the NT canon. The 

fortunes of these documents illuminate the development of the canon, even in the case of 

those documents which were not finally included in it. … 

But just as some writings which were eventually to become part of the canon had not 

gained much, if any, notice by the end of the second century, other Christian writings 

enjoyed a large measure of early popularity but ultimately failed to gain canonical 

standing.
 190

 

-------------------------- 
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Many have undertaken to compile an account of the facts that are given full credence 

among us, just as these were handed down to us by those who from the beginning were 

eyewitnesses and attendants of the message, I resolved also, because I have traced all 

things from the start with accuracy, to write them to you in logical order.
191

 

 

Non-canonical Gospels 

 Arundel 404 (Liter de Infantia Sahratoris) 

 Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 1081 

 Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 1224 

 Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 840 

 Papyrus Berolinensis 11710 

 Papyrus Cairensis 10735 

 Papyrus Egerton 2: The Unknown Gospel 

 Papyrus Merton 51 

 The ‘Secret’ Gospel of Mark 

 The Arabic infancy Gospel 

 The Coptic Apocalypse of Peter 

 The Coptic Gospel of Thomas 

 The Epistle of the Apostles 

 The Fayyum Fragment 

 The Gospel According to the Hebrews 

 The Gospel of Gamaliel 

 The Gospel of Mary 

 The Gospel of Nicodemus 

 The Gospel of Peter 

 The Gospel of Philip 

 The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew 

 The Gospel of the Ebionites 

 The Gospel of the Egyptians 

 The Gospel of the Nazareans 

 The Gospel of the Savior 

 The Gospel of Thomas (including Coptic Thomas and P. Oxy. 1, 654, 655) 

 The Gospel of Truth 

 The History of Joseph the Carpenter 

 The Infancy Gospel of Thomas 

 The Infancy Gospel of Thomas 

 The Preaching of Peter (Kerygma Petrou) 

 The Protevangelium of James 

 The Proto-Gospel of James 

 The Second Treatise of the Great Seth 

 The Secret Gospel of Mark 

 The Strasbourg Fragment 

 The Traditions of Matthias 

Non-canonical Acts 

 The Acts of Andrew 

 The Acts of John 

 The Acts of Paul 

 The Acts of Peter 

                                                      
191

 Luke 1:1-3 (2013 Revised New World Translation, WTS) 



3: The Watchtower Society Relies on Christendom’s Canon 

75 

 The Acts of Thecla 

 The Acts of Thomas 

Non-canonical Epistles and Related Writings 

 Correspondence of Paul and Seneca 

 Paul’s Letter to the Laodiceans 

 Pseudo-Titus 

 Ptolemy’s Letter to Flora 

 The “Letter of Peter to James” and its “Reception” 

 The Didache 

 The Epistle of the Apostles (Epistula Apostolorum) 

 The Epistle to the Alexandrians 

 The Homilies of Clement 

 The Letter of 1 Clement 

 The Letter of 2 Clement 

 The Letter of Barnabas 

 The Letter of Lentulus 

 The Letters of Christ and Abgar 

 The Preaching of Peter 

 The Third Letter to the Corinthians 

 The Treatise on the Resurrection 

Non-canonical Apocalypses and Revelatory Treatises 

 On the Origin of the World 

 The Apocalypse of Paul (Visio Pauli) 

 The Apocalypse of Peter 

 The Apocalypse of Thomas 

 The First Thought in Three Forms 

 The Hymn of the Pearl 

 The Secret Book of John 

 The Shepherd of Hermas 

The Gospel of Judas 

A search of the Internet reveals several resources on the “Gospel of Judas”. These include: 

http://youtu.be/796fV99DBMs 

http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/gospeljudas.html 

http://www.nationalgeographic.com/lostgospel/_pdf/GospelofJudas.pdf 

http://www.gospels.net/judas/  

  

http://youtu.be/796fV99DBMs
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Did the Watchtower Society select the wrong list of books? 

The early church argued over the books that should be considered to be Scripture. It is commonly held 

by Bible scholars of recent centuries that mistakes were made with the selection of books for the NT 

Canon. The following Table
192

 shows the writings wrongly attributed to Paul. With 2 Corinthians and 

Philippians – both genuine writings of Paul – the Table indicates the individual letters which were 

combined to make up those epistles. 
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Translation of the Muratorian Fragment 

One of the most interesting early catalogs is the fragment discovered by L. A. Muratori 

in the Ambrosian Library, Milan, Italy, and published by him in 1740. … It is a most 

interesting document.
193

 

-------------------------- 

Some scholars date the original text of the Muratorian Fragment near or before the end of 

the late second century and claim that it was written from the vicinity of Rome. … On 

the other hand, several important objections to the traditional view of the date and 

provenance of the Muratorian Fragment are proposed by Sundberg, who concludes that 

the fragment was written around 350 – 400 in the East.
194

 

The following compares the translation of the Muratorian Fragment in The New Schaff-Herzog 

Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge with the admittedly partial translation in “All Scripture Is 

Inspired of God And Beneficial”. The italicised texts indicate the words that were omitted in the 

WTS’s book. 

The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of 

Religious Knowledge, Vol. VIII, Page 56 

“All Scripture Is Inspired of God And 

Beneficial”, pages 302-303 

. . . at which nevertheless he was present, and so 

he placed in [in his narrative]. The third book of 

the Gospel is that according to Luke. Luke, the 

well-known physician, wrote it in his own name 

according to the general belief, after the 

ascension of Christ, when Paul had associated 

him [with himself?] as one zealous for 

correctness [i.e., one who took pains to find out 

the facts]. It is true that he had not seen the Lord 

in the flesh, yet having ascertained the facts he 

was able to begin his narrative with the nativity 

of John. The fourth book of the Gospel is that of 

John, one of the disciples. In response to the 

exhortation of his fellow disciples and bishops he 

said: “fast ye with me for three days”, and then 

let us tell each other whatever shall be revealed 

to each one.” The same night it was revealed to 

Andrew (who was one of the apostles) that John 

it was who should relate in his own name what 

they collectively remembered (or, that John was 

to relate in his own name, they all acting as 

correctors). And so to the faith of believers there 

is no discord, even although different selections 

are given from the facts in the individual books of 

the Gospels, because in all [of them] under the 

one guiding Spirit all the things relative to his 

nativity, passion, resurrection, conversation with 

his disciples, and his twofold advent, the first in 

the humiliation arising from contempt, which 

took place, and the second in the glory of kingly 

power, which is yet to come, have been declared. 

What marvel is it, then, if John adduces so 

consistently in his epistles these several things, 

saying in person: “what we have seen with our 

                                               The third book of 

the Gospel is that according to Luke. Luke, the 

well-known physician, wrote it in his own name 

…  

 

 

 

         The fourth book of the Gospel is that of 

John, one of the disciples. …  

 

 

 

 

 

                  And so to the faith of believers there 

is no discord, even although different selections 

are given from the facts in the individual books of 

the Gospels, because in all [of them] under the 

one guiding Spirit all the things relative to his 

nativity, passion, resurrection, conversation with 

his disciples, and his twofold advent, the first in 

the humiliation arising from contempt, which 

took place, and the second in the glory of kingly 

power, which is yet to come, have been declared. 

What marvel is it, then, if John adduces so 

consistently in his epistles these several things, 

saying in person: ‘what we have seen with our 
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eyes, and heard with our ears, and our hands have 

handled, those things we have written.” For thus 

he professes to be not only an eyewitness but also 

a hearer and narrator of all the wonderful things 

of the Lord, in their order. 

Moreover, the acts of all the apostles are written 

in one book. Luke [so] comprised them for the 

most excellent Theophilus, because the 

individual events took place in his presence – as 

he clearly shows [by] omitting the passion of 

Peter as well as the departure of Paul when the 

latter went from the city [of Rome] to Spain. 

Now the epistles of Paul, what they are, whence 

or for what reason they were sent, they 

themselves make clear to him who will 

understand. First of all he wrote at length to the 

Corinthians to prohibit the schism of heresy, then 

to the Galatians [against] circumcision, and to the 

Romans on the order of the Scriptures, intimating 

also that Christ is the chief matter in them—each 

of which it is necessary for us to discuss, seeing 

that blessed Apostle Paul himself, following the 

example of his predecessor John, writes to no 

more than seven churches by name in the 

following order: to the Corinthians (first), to the 

Ephesians (second), to the Philippians (third), to 

the Colossians (fourth), to the Galatians (fifth) to 

the Thessalonians (sixth), to the Romans 

(seventh). But though he writes twice for the sake 

of correction to the Corinthians and the 

Thessalonians that there is one church diffused 

throughout the whole earth is shown (? i.e., by 

this sevenfold writing); and John also in the 

Apocalypse, though he writes to seven churches, 

yet speaks to all. But [he wrote] out of affection 

and love one to Philemon, and one to Titus, and 

two to Timothy; [and these] are held sacred in the 

honorable esteem of the Church catholic in the 

regulation of ecclesiastical discipline. There are 

adduced also (one) to the Laodiceans another to 

the Alexandrians, forged in the name of Paul for 

(i.e., against) the heresy of Marcion, and many 

others which can not be received into the Church 

catholic, for it is not fitting that gall be mingled 

with honey. 

Further, an epistle of Jude and two bearing the 

name of John are counted among the Catholic 

[Epistles]; and Wisdom, written by the friend of 

Solomon in his honor. 

We receive the apocalypses of John and Peter 

eyes, and heard with our ears, and our hands have 

handled, those things we have written.’ For thus 

he professes to be not only an eyewitness but also 

a hearer and narrator of all the wonderful things 

of the Lord, in their order.  

Moreover, the acts of all the apostles are written 

in one book. Luke [so] comprised them for the 

most excellent Theophilus …  
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or for what reason they were sent, they 
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understand. First of all he wrote at length to the 

Corinthians to prohibit the schism of heresy, then 

to the Galatians [against] circumcision, and to the 

Romans on the order of the Scriptures, intimating 
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only, which [latter] some of us do not wish to be 

read in church. But Hermas the Shepherd in the 

city of Rome most recently in our own times while 

his brother bishop, Pius, was occupying the chair 

of the church of Rome; and so indeed it ought to 

be read: but that it be made public to the people 

in the church or (placed) among the prophets 

(whose number is complete) or among the 

apostles is not possible to the end of time. 

Of Aransous (or Valentinus) or Miltiades we 

receive nothing at all. Those also who wrote the 

new book of palms for Marcion, together with 

Basilides who founded the Azjan Cataphrygiane  

only, which [latter] some of us do not wish to be 

read in church. 
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Excerpt from Athanasius’s Festal Letter195 

“Since some few of the simple should be beguiled from their simplicity and purity, by the subtleties of 

certain men, and should henceforth read other books — those called Apocryphal — led astray by the 

similarity of their names with the true books; I beseech you to bear patiently, if I also write, by way of 

remembrance, of matters with which you are acquainted, influenced by the need and advantage of the 

Church. 

In proceeding to make mention of these things ... it seemed good to me also, having been urged 

thereto by true brethren, and having learned from the beginning, to set before you the books included 

in the Canon, and handed down, and accredited as Divine; to the end that any one who has fallen into 

error may condemn those who have led him astray; and that he who has continued steadfast in purity 

may again rejoice, having these things brought to his remembrance. 

There are, then, of the Old Testament, twenty-two books in number; for, as I have heard, it is handed 

down that this is the number of the letters among the Hebrews; their respective order and names being 

as follows. The first is Genesis, then Exodus, next Leviticus, after that Numbers, and then 

Deuteronomy. Following these there is Joshua, the son of Nun, then Judges, then Ruth. And again, 

after these four books of Kings, the first and second being reckoned as one book, and so likewise the 

third and fourth as one book. And again, the first and second of the Chronicles are reckoned as one 

book. Again Ezra, the first and second [Ezra and Nehemiah] are similarly one book. After these there 

is the book of Psalms, then the Proverbs, next Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs. Job follows, then 

the Prophets, the twelve being reckoned as one book. Then Isaiah, one book, then Jeremiah with 

Baruch, Lamentations, Baruch, the epistle, one book; afterwards, Ezekiel and Daniel, each one book. 

Thus far constitutes the Old Testament. 

Again it is not tedious to speak of the [books] of the New Testament. These are, the four Gospels, 

according to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Afterwards, the Acts of the Apostles and Epistles 

(called Catholic), seven, viz. [namely] of James, one; of Peter, two; of John, three; after these, one of 

Jude. In addition, there are fourteen Epistles of Paul, written in this order. The first, to the Romans; 

then two to the Corinthians; after these, to the Galatians; next, to the Ephesians; then to the 

Philippians; then to the Colossians; after these, two to the Thessalonians, and that to the Hebrews; and 

again, two to Timothy; one to Titus; and lastly, that to Philemon. And besides, the Revelation of John. 

These are fountains of salvation, that they who thirst may be satisfied with the living words they 

contain. In these alone is proclaimed the doctrine of godliness. Let no man add to these, neither let 

him take ought from these. For concerning these the Lord put to shame the Sadducees, and said, ‘Ye 

do err, not knowing the Scriptures.’ And He reproved the Jews, saying, ‘Search the Scriptures, for 

these are they that testify of Me.’ 

But for greater exactness I add this also, writing of necessity; that there are other books besides these 

not indeed included in the Canon, but appointed by the Fathers to be read by those who newly join us, 

and who wish for instruction in the word of godliness. The Wisdom of Solomon, and the Wisdom of 

Sirach, and Esther, and Judith, and Tobit, and that which is called the Teaching of the Apostles, and 

the Shepherd. But the former, my brethren, are included in the Canon, the latter being read; nor is 

there in any place a mention of apocryphal writings. But they are an invention of heretics, who write 

them when they choose, bestowing upon them their approbation, and assigning to them a date, that so, 

using them as ancient writings, they may find occasion to lead astray the simple.” 
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Information on the Gospels196 

Whereas the concept of canon presupposes the existence of scriptures, the concept of 

scripture does not necessarily entail the notion of a canon. It is entirely possible to 

possess scriptures without also having a canon, and this was in fact the situation in the 

first several centuries of Christianity. (Footnote: The authoritative citation of a document 

does not signal its canonicity in the strict and formal sense of inclusion in a fixed list.) … 

Since the ancient church left no record of how and why the NT was formed, the history 

of the canon must be reconstructed on the basis of sparse and fragmentary evidence and 

with a measure of conjecture. 

There are, generally speaking, three types of useful evidence. 

The first consists of the use of early Christian documents by Christian writers of the 

second through the fifth centuries. From the frequency and manner of their citations of 

and allusions to early Christian writings, it is possible to infer the value they attached to 

them. Uncertain and unsatisfactory as this procedure often is, such evidence is the best 

we have up to the end of the second century. 

The second type of evidence is comprised by explicit discussions and judgments, either 

by individual writers or by ecclesiastical councils, about documents whose authority is 

either accepted or rejected. This evidence is very helpful but, with a few exceptions, 

belongs mostly to the fourth and fifth centuries. 

The third sort of evidence is provided by the contents of ancient manuscripts of the NT, 

together with some “scriptural aids” (concordances, prologues, etc.) variously included in 

them. This evidence, too, comes mostly from the fourth century and later. 

(Footnote: The mere fact that a document is quoted or alluded to by an early writer does 

not mean it had already attained canonical standing, even if it is called “scripture” or 

cited with some such formula as “it is written.”). … 

How, when and why the ancient church came to acknowledge four and only four Gospels 

is at many points obscure. … The evidence shows that the Gospels which eventually 

became canonical did not attain a clear prominence until late in the second century, and 

that even then their pre-eminence was neither universal nor exclusive.  

Furthermore, the Gospels did not become part of the NT canon individually. They were 

first shaped into a collection and then achieved canonical standing as a group. But the 

emergence of a four-Gospel collection was only the last stage of a long history of gospel 

traditions in the early church, and its significance can be appreciated only against that 

background. …  

The Gospel writers not only used existing written sources but also exercised great 

editorial freedom in adapting them. This makes it plain that the Gospel writers did not 

attach any special sanctity or even adequacy to their sources and that each meant to 

provide something better. This must have been the attitude of the authors of Matthew and 

Luke even toward the Gospel of Mark. Indeed, it was apparently the aim of each Gospel 

writer to offer an adequately comprehensive document which would stand on its own. 

From this vantage point, a collection of Gospels is somewhat at odds with the aims of 

their authors. …  

Each of the Gospels is an occasional document, produced in and directed toward a 

limited circle of readers and representing a particular theological interpretation of the 

Jesus traditions tailored to its own immediate context. Thus, each Gospel was at first the 

gospel document for an individual Christian community. …  
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Although our canonical Gospels were among the earliest to be written, new gospels 

continued to be composed through much of the second century. … Modern manuscript 

discoveries have furnished us with texts of gospels previously known by name only and 

have brought to light other gospel-type documents previously unknown. Still other 

gospels mentioned by second- and third-century writers are no longer extant, and it is 

plausible that a fair number of other gospels which have failed to survive even in name 

were known and used in the early church. This rich multiplication of gospel literature 

indicates that in the first half of the second century the Gospels which we know as 

canonical were not recognizably unique and had not acquired special authority. At least 

their availability did not inhibit the ongoing production of similar documents. The 

currency of so many gospels also shows that the eventual development of a collection of 

only four Gospels was the result of a selective process. Nothing dictated that the church 

should honor precisely four Gospels, or these four in particular. … 

Even when written gospels came into customary use, their authority was not absolute; 

indeed, their texts were not beyond substantial alteration. For example, Mark originally 

ended at 16:8 and so lacked any narrative of post-resurrection appearances of Jesus. But 

at an early time, probably in the first decades of the second century, longer endings were 

variously added to the Gospel in order to remedy what was felt to be a deficiency, and 

the most common of these endings added twelve verses (vv. 9-20) which were 

subsequently taken up into most manuscripts and represented as integral to the text of 

Mark. Again, what we know as chap. 21 of John was not composed by the same person 

who wrote the rest of this Gospel. John 20:30-31 must have constituted the original 

conclusion, and chap. 21 was later added on, although this must have happened early—

probably even before this Gospel entered general circulation, since no manuscript is 

known which does not contain chap. 21. Furthermore, the story of the woman taken in 

adultery which is ordinarily found in John as 7:53-8:11 was certainly no original part of 

the Gospel. Here is an instance where the text of a written Gospel has been expanded by 

the inclusion of a piece of oral tradition. These are only striking illustrations of a more 

general tendency in the second century not to regard the texts of Gospels as sacrosanct 

but to subject them to revisions of various types. …  

It is noteworthy that in spite of his knowledge of several Gospels, Justin [Martyr, who 

taught in Rome between 150 and 165] often cites traditions about Jesus which do not 

occur in these Gospels and thereby betrays a familiarity with a broader body of materials 

which he did not hesitate to use. Even in his citations of sayings of Jesus which do occur 

in these Gospels, there are some remarkable variations, and these suggest that Justin did 

not quote written Gospels directly. He seems at numerous points to have relied on oral 

tradition, or on a compilation of sayings of Jesus, or perhaps on gospels not known to us, 

or variously on all of these. Evidently Justin did not invest any exclusive authority in the 

Gospels which ultimately became canonical. … 

It was not easy for Christian communities to see why there should be more than one 

[Gospel]: a plurality of Gospels cast doubt on the adequacy of any. This problem was 

compounded by the fact that the Gospels differ significantly among themselves, an 

insight that was by no means lost on the early church. Though some accounting might be 

given for these differences, to accept more than one Gospel was to be burdened with 

justifying their divergences. … 

The Gospel of John seems not to have been known or used by most second-century 

Christian writers, and to all appearances was first employed among gnostic Christians. … 

Outside gnostic circles there was scant knowledge of or interest in [the Gospel of] John, 

and prior to the late second century no broad recognition of its authority. It is possible 

that the almost exclusively gnostic provenance of this Gospel through most of the second 

century militated against its more general acceptance. Beyond that, John also suffered 
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from the use made of it by the so-called “new prophecy” movement, also known as 

Montanism. …  

Even though in the western regions of Christianity a four-Gospel collection was coming 

into its own near the end of the second century, the situation was not so fully developed 

elsewhere. In the same period, Clement of Alexandria, who knew and valued our four 

Gospels, still granted a good measure of authority to the Gospel of the Hebrews and the 

Gospel of the Egyptians and so did not hold exclusively to a collection of four Gospels. 

…  

For several centuries it was Tatian’s Diatessaron, not a four-Gospel collection, which 

held the field in the Syrian church.
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Historical record provided by The Interpreter’s Dictionary, Volume 1: “Canon 
of the NT” 

The Interpreter’s Dictionary is a valuable resource; it comprises four Volumes plus a Supplementary 

Volume, each containing almost 1000 pages of densely-packed text. Given the wide range of 

acceptance of the Dictionary by the WTS, it is instructive to read other information that was available 

to the writers of the WTS book, Insight on the Scriptures, and in all likelihood read by them. 

The following selections from The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, Vol 1, pages 523-532 

(article: “Canon of the NT”) are relevant to the Study at hand. The complete article in the Dictionary 

provides valuable information on the development of the NT Canon. 

All of [the Gospels], indeed, with the partial exception of the Gospel According to John, 

were made not only in and for the community, but in a sense by the community as much 

as by the individual author. … 

The history of the use of the gospels in the earliest period is very difficult to determine, 

because it is seldom possible to be sure that sayings or stories of Jesus which we find in 

writings of the post-apostolic age are taken from one of the great four, or from some 

uncanonical gospel, or even from oral tradition. As late as 135 or 140 the words of 

Papias, bishop of Hierapolis, make it quite clear that in some circles, perhaps even to the 

average Christian of the time, greater weight was still attached to an oral tradition resting 

on a living chain of testimony than to anything that was to be found in any book. … “I 

did not think that what was to be gotten from the books would profit me as much as what 

came from the living and abiding voice” The maxim “Spoken words vanish; written 

words abide” is here turned exactly in reverse! … 

Toward the middle of the second century, then, the church was provided with a rich store 

of documents of her own creation — gospels, letters, “acts” of apostles, apocalypses, 

homilies, apologies, manuals of teaching. Some of these were coming into general use; 

others were more restricted in their circulation; none of them was yet being treated as 

holy scripture on a level with the sacred scripture inherited from Judaism. Only the 

words of Jesus, whether recorded in books or transmitted by oral tradition, carried the 

fullest authority. … This collective authority of the apostles was not exercised solely or 

even primarily through books—most of them, like their Lord, had left nothing in 

writing— … So in the Pastorals we have the repeated injunctions: “Guard the deposit 

[RSV ‘what has been entrusted to you’] (I Tim. 6:20); “Follow the pattern of the sound 

words which you have heard from me” (II Tim. 1:13); “What you have heard from me 

… entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach others also” (II Tim. 2:2). There is no 

thought here of apostolic writings, although the author is well acquainted with the letters 

of Paul; the only “sacred writings” are those with which “Timothy” has been acquainted 

from childhood (II Tim. 3:15). The apostolic “deposit” is guarded by and transmitted 

through qualified teachers, by word of mouth. …  

The decisive development takes place during the second half of the century. … It is 

probable, indeed, that the shape and scope of the canon as it finally emerged in Catholic 

usage was determined in large part by the reaction to [the heretic] Marcion. … 

It is even possible, as has been argued, that both Luke and Acts were edited in their 

present form in the course of the controversy with Marcion, and were only then 

associated to make a twofold work, again “gospel” and “apostle,” to counteract 

Marcion’s erroneous picture of conflict between Paul and the Twelve. …  

In the second century, Christian scribes began to use the codex instead of the roll for new 

copies of their sacred books. … To make the codex, the sheets were folded, either one by 

one or in quires of two, three, or four sheets each, and were then sewed together quire 

upon quire, as in a modern book. It thus became possible to put the contents of any 

number of rolls into a single book of the codex form. … In such a form, it was obviously 

easier to think of the collection as a unity than when it lay before the reader in a number 
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of rolls of different shapes and sizes. At the same time, it was always possible for a 

church to alter its collection of sacred books by adding or discarding one or two rolls; but 

the contents of the codex had to be decided in advance; and once made, it would remain 

fixed until the pages wore out. Thus the invention of the codex helped to hasten the 

fixing of the limits of the canon, as well as to promote the sense of its unity. … The 

fixing of precise limits was to be the work of the third and fourth centuries in the Greek 

and Latin churches; in the Syrian church it had to await the reforming bishops of the fifth 

and sixth centuries. … 

In the year 303 … the Emperor Diocletian launched against the church the most 

systematic, widespread, and determined persecution that she had yet faced. … Measures 

were taken to seek out the sacred scriptures and to consign them to the flames. Under 

these circumstances, Christian were compelled to decide which scriptures they might be 

justified in surrendering to the persecutors, and which they must guard from destruction. 

… Nevertheless, even the pressure of persecution could not bring universal agreement in 

all particulars. … 

In the second half of the fourth century a number of bishops in different regions of the 

Greek church were moved to issue formal lists of the canonical books for the guidance of 

their people. Cyril of Jerusalem lists twenty-six of our twenty-seven, excluding 

Revelation; his contemporary Epiphanius of Constantia in Cyprus includes it with the 

others. Gregory of Nazianzus gives the same list as Cyril. In his thirty-ninth Festal Letter, 

written in 367, the great Athanasius of Alexandria gives a list of the “books that are 

canonized and handed down to us and believed to be divine”; in this, after the books of 

the OT, he lists without hesitation the twenty-seven books of our own NT canon. … 

At the end of the fourth century, therefore, a considerable part of the Greek church 

acknowledged a canon of only twenty-two books. A section of the Apostolic 

Constitutions, however, published in Syria ca. 400, lists all our twenty-seven books 

except Revelation and adds to them I and II Clement. This canon was actually ratified by 

the Quinisextine Council, which met at Constantinople in 692. … 

This same list of twenty-seven books was given the sanction of conciliar authority in 

North Africa, first at a council held in Hippo in 393 and again at the Third Council of 

Carthage held in 397, with Augustine present at both of them. … These were the first 

conciliar pronouncements to be made anywhere on the limits of the NT canon; and it is 

to be noted that they did not come until the end of the fourth century, and were the 

decisions of provincial synods, not of an ecumenical council. The canon was determined 

by usage, by the common consent of the Christian community, testing the books in its 

daily life over centuries; not by formal authority. … 

The history of the canon in the Syriac-speaking churches remains obscure until the 

beginning of the fifth century and the making of the Peshitta. … In the fourth century the 

Syriac canon consisted of the Diatessaron, Acts, and the Pauline letters. A curious 

feature is that in Syria the Pauline collection was enlarged to fifteen letters by the 

inclusion of the spurious Third Epistle to the Corinthians, extant only in Armenian, 

Coptic, and Latin versions. 
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The Format of Ancient Books 

There were two main forms of books in antiquity. The older form was the roll. This was 

made by fastening sheets of parchment or papyrus together side by side, and then 

winding the long strip around a dowel of wood, bone, or metal, thus producing a volume 

(a word derived from the Latin volumen, meaning ‘something rolled up’). The writing 

was placed in columns, each about 2½ to 3½ inches wide, running at right angles to the 

length of the writing surface. Usually only one side of the writing surface was utilized. 

The maximum average length of such a roll was about thirty-five feet; anything longer 

became excessively unwieldy to handle. Ancient authors therefore would divide a 

lengthy literary work into several ‘books,’ each of which could be accommodated in one 

roll. 

The other common form of books in antiquity was the codex, or ‘leaf-book.’ This was 

made from either parchment or papyrus in a format resembling modern books. A certain 

number of sheets, double the width of the page desired, were stacked on top of one 

another and folded down the middle. It is obvious that a given number of sheets will 

produce twice the number of leaves and four times the number of pages. The system of 

four sheets/eight leaves/sixteen pages eventually became the standard format, and from 

the Latin word quaternio, meaning ‘a set of four,’ was derived the English word 

‘quire’—which has come to be used (against its etymology) for a gathering, whatever the 

number of sheets. 

At first, most codices were made in single-quire format. The disadvantages of such a 

format are obvious. Besides being pudgy and somewhat clumsy to use, a single-quire 

codex tends to break at the spine. Furthermore, if the book is to have an even appearance 

when it is closed, it must be trimmed along the fore-edge, and this results in the pages at 

the middle of the book being narrower than those on the outside. For these reasons 

scribes eventually found it to be more advantageous to assemble a number of smaller 

quires and to stitch them together at the back. 

There was an art connected with the manufacture of such codices. Since the hair-side of 

parchment is slightly yellower in color than the flesh-side, the aesthetically-minded 

scribe was careful to place the sheets in such a way that wherever the codex was opened 

the flesh-side of one sheet would face the flesh-side of another sheet, and the hair-side 

face hair-side. Similarly, in making a papyrus codex careful scribes would assemble 

sheets of papyrus in such a sequence that the direction of the fibers of any two pages 

facing each other would run either horizontally or vertically. 

It is obvious that the advantages of the codex form of book greatly outweigh those of the 

scroll. The Church soon found that economy of production (since both sides of the page 

were used) as well as ease when consulting passages (no need to unroll the more 

cumbersome scroll) made it advantageous to adopt the codex rather than the scroll for its 

sacred books. It may be, also, that the desire to differentiate the external appearance of 

the Christian Bible from that of Jewish scrolls of the synagogue was a contributing factor 

in the adoption of the codex format.
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4: THE WATCHTOWER SOCIETY RELIES ON CHRISTENDOM’S TEXTS 

Although the WTS has the list of books that are provided to it by Christendom, this does not mean 

that these books therefore contain a valid text. Indeed, it is not possible to return or to or identify the 

original texts. The WTS recognises that the NT text has been corrupted, taking advantage of this by 

inserting its non-word “Jehovah” at places where it proves doctrinally convenient. Whenever it does 

this it is following the tradition set by Christendom, in which the text was amended to make it suit 

each editor’s needs. In turn, it means that the WTS depends on the attempted reconstructions provided 

by Christendom, as in the 19th century text developed over decades by Westcott and Hort. 

Arguments rage over the relative merits of the major texts, that by Westcott and Hort and the text 

known as the Textus Receptus (which underlies the Authorised King James Version). Translators of 

modern versions often declare that they make a choice from a range of source texts. But no one is able 

to reconstruct the original; that is an impossible task. 

The Watchtower Society knows that the text is corrupt 

The WTS is convinced that the text of the Christian Scriptures has been so badly corrupted that God’s 

Holy Name was deliberately removed from it. God was incapable of protecting the original text.
199

 

The New World Bible Translation Committee determined that there is compelling 

evidence that the Tetragrammaton did appear in the original Greek manuscripts.
200

 

In an ironic twist, the “Name” they do use – “Jehovah” – is a word invented by Christendom. 

Whereas some Greek texts of the Hebrew Scriptures had the Divine name יהוה  inserted (significantly, 

using an archaic form of Hebrew characters), the NWT does not use it, but prefers to use a tradition of 

Christendom from the recent Middle Ages when the Roman Catholic Church dominated. 

Bible scholars fully agree that the text is corrupt: 

Many mistakes and even deliberate changes were made in the production of these 

manuscripts.
201

 

-------------------------------- 

The following is from The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible
202

. It was produced by five editors, six 

consultants, and 253 writers, mostly professors or associate professors. The Watchtower Society uses 

this reference in many places
203

, which shows that it is fully aware of the following. 

The NT is now known, in whole or in part, in nearly five thousand Greek MSS alone. 

Every one of these handwritten copies differs from every other one. In addition to these 

Greek MSS, the NT has been preserved in more than ten thousand MSS of the early 

versions and in thousands of quotations of the Church Fathers. These MSS of the 

versions and quotations of the Church Fathers differ from one another just as widely as 

do the Greek MSS. Only a fraction of this great mass of material has been fully collated 

and carefully studied. Until this task is completed, the uncertainty regarding the text of 

the NT will remain. 

It has been estimated that these MSS and quotations differ among themselves between 

150,000 and 250,000 times. The actual figure is, perhaps, much higher. A study of 150 

Greek MSS of the Gospel of Luke has revealed more than 30,000 different readings. It is 

true, of course, that the addition of the readings from another 150 MSS of Luke would 

not add another 30,000 readings to the list. But each MS studied does add substantially to 
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the list of variants. It is safe to say that there is not one sentence in the NT in which the 

MS tradition is wholly uniform. 

Many thousands of these different readings are variants in orthography or grammar or 

style and have no effect upon the meaning of the text. But there are many thousands 

which have a definite effect upon the meaning of the text. It is true that not one of these 

variant readings affects the substance of Christian dogma. It is equally true that many of 

them do have theological significance and were introduced into the text intentionally. … 

It has been said that the great majority of the variant readings in the text of the NT arose 

before the books of the NT were canonized and that after those books were canonized, 

they were very carefully copied because they were scripture. This, however, is far from 

being the case. 

It is true, of course, that many variants arose in the very earliest period. There is no 

reason to suppose, e.g., that the first person who ever made a copy of the autograph of 

the Gospel of Luke did not change his copy to conform to the particular tradition with 

which he was familiar. But he was under no compulsion to do so. Once the Gospel of 

Luke had become scripture, however, the picture was changed completely. Then the 

copyist was under compulsion to change his copy, to correct it. Because it was scripture, 

it had to be right. 

Many thousands of the variants which are found in the MSS of the NT were put there 

deliberately. They are not merely the result of error or of careless handling of the text. 

Many were created for theological or dogmatic reasons (even though they may not affect 

the substance of Christian dogma). It is because the books of the NT are religious books, 

sacred books, canonical books, that they were changed to conform to what the copyist 

believed to be the true reading. His interest was not in the “original reading” but in the 

“true reading.” This is precisely the attitude toward the NT which prevailed from the 

earliest times to the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the invention of printing. … 

The original copies of the NT books have, of course, long since disappeared. This fact 

should not cause surprise. In the first place, they were written on papyrus, a very fragile 

and perishable material. In the second place, and probably of even more importance, the 

original copies of the NT books were not looked upon as scripture by those of the early 

Christian communities. To the early Christians, the books that are now the NT books 

were only a few among many pieces of occasional writing. A letter of Paul, e.g., would at 

first have been valued, perhaps only because it came from the founder of some local 

church. Only after that letter had been read and reread, only after it had been copied and 

recopied, only after it had proved its worth, would it have been looked upon as scripture. 

Were it possible to recover or to reconstruct the original texts of the NT books, the result-

ing texts would be texts that never were looked upon as scripture. 

Whenever any document is copied by hand, the copy differs from the exemplar. Many of 

the changes are accidental. Such changes are usually easy to detect and do not cause the 

textual student a great deal of trouble. They can be identified as various types of errors of 

the eye or ear. But many of the changes are intentional. It has been pointed out above that 

even after the NT books were canonized, they were often changed intentionally as they 

were copied. During the MS period, the interest of the copyist was in the “true reading” 

and not in the “original reading.” 

As far as is known, during the MS period no rigid control ever was exercised over the 

copying of MSS, nor was an official revision ever made in any great ecclesiastical center. 

Perhaps no more can be said about the MS period than that the great mass of evidence 

that comes from the Greek MSS, the MSS of the versions, and the quotations of the 

Church Fathers represents the various interpretations, the various doctrines and dogmas, 

the various theological interests, and the various worship habits of many different 

Christians in many different times and places. Before the Renaissance and the 
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Reformation and the invention of printing, the NT was a living body of literature which 

was constantly being enriched as it was interpreted and reinterpreted by each succeeding 

generation.
204

 

Comments by biblical scholar, Kurt Aland 

Kurt Aland was a Bible scholar who is relied on by the WTS
205

 and the supplier of sources for the text 

of its New World Translation of the Christian Greek Scriptures
206

. 

Until the beginning of the fourth century the text of the New Testament developed freely. 

It was a “living text” in the Greek literary tradition, unlike the text of the Hebrew Old 

Testament, which was subject to strict controls because (in the oriental tradition) the 

consonantal text was holy. And the New Testament text continued to be a “living text” as 

long as it remained a manuscript tradition, even when the Byzantine church molded it to 

the procrustean bed of the standard and officially prescribed text. Even for later scribes, 

for example, the parallel passages of the Gospels were so familiar that they would adapt 

the text of one Gospel to that of another. They also felt themselves free to make 

corrections in the text, improving it by their own standards of correctness, whether 

grammatically, stylistically, or more substantively. This was all the more true of the early 

period, when the text had not yet attained canonical status, especially in the earliest 

period when Christians considered themselves filled with the Spirit. As a consequence 

the text of the early period was many-faceted, and each manuscript had its own peculiar 

character. … 

Variant readings in the New Testament text which are not due to simple scribal error (or 

to the confusion of similar sounds when transcribing from dictation in a scriptorium) may 

be explained by its character as a “living text.” While it is true that from at least the third 

century the scribes tried to copy their exemplars faithfully to the letter, they also 

followed the meaning as they transcribed the text (which they knew practically by heart), 

and this gave rise to variants. And yet balancing this, one of the characteristics of the 

New Testament textual tradition is tenacity, i.e., the stubborn resistance of readings and 

text types to change. The practice of concluding the gospel of Mark at 16:8, for example, 

continued to be observed in some Greek manuscripts as well as in versional manuscripts 

for centuries, although the “longer ending” of Mark 16:9-20 was recognized as canonical 

and its contents must have made it extremely attractive. Other examples are quite 

numerous. In fact, the very plurality of New Testament text types can be explained only 

by the tenacity of the New Testament textual tradition.
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1950 NWT ON ITS SOURCES 

The Greek text that we have used as the basis of our New World translation is the widely 

accepted Westcott and Hort text (1881), by reason of its admitted excellence. But we 

have also taken into consideration other texts, including that prepared by D. Eberhard 

Nestle and that compiled by the Spanish Jesuit scholar Jose Maria Bover and that by the 

other Jesuit scholar A. Merk.
208

 

D. Eberhard Nestle (1948) 

We have also taken into consideration other texts, including that prepared by D. Eberhard 

Nestle.
209

 

---------------------------- 

The first edition of “Nestle” was prepared in 1898 by Ebhard Nestle (1851-1913). It was 

not really a critical text; Nestle simply compared the current editions of Westcott & Hort, 

Tischendorf, and Weymouth. The reading found in the majority of these editions became 

the reading of the text (if the three disagreed, Nestle adopted the middle reading). The 

apparatus consisted [of] variant readings from the three texts (plus a few variants from 

Codex Bezae). 

The text was slightly revised with the third edition, when the text of Bernhard Weiss was 

substituted for that of Weymouth. With some further slight revisions, this remained the 

“Nestle” text through the twenty-fifth edition.  

The nature of “Nestle” changed radically with the thirteenth edition of 1927. This 

edition, under the supervision of Eberhard Nestle’s son Erwin Nestle (1883-1972), for 

the first time fully conformed the text to the majority reading of 

WH
210

/Tischendorf/Weiss. It also added in the margin the readings of von Soden’s text. 

But most importantly, it included for the first time a true critical apparatus.  

Over the following decades the critical apparatus was gradually increased, and was 

checked against actual manuscripts to a greater extent (much of this was the work of Kurt 

Aland, whose contributions first began to appear in the twenty-first edition of 1952).
211

 

Spanish Jesuit scholar Jose Maria Bover (1943) 

We have also taken into consideration other texts, including that … compiled by the 

Spanish Jesuit scholar Jose Maria Bover. (Footnote: Novi Testamenti Biblia Graeca et 

Latina by Joseph M. Boyer, S.J., dated 1943 and published at Barcelona, Spain.)
212

 

----------------- 

Bover. The first edition, Novi Testamenti Biblia Graeca et Latina appeared in 1943. … 

The Latin text of Bover … is simply the Clementine Vulgate. Thus the Latin text has no 

critical value. 

The Greek text is somewhat more reputable. It is a fairly typical Twentieth Century 

product, compiled eclectically but with a clear preference for Alexandrian readings 

(though not as strong a preference as is found in the Westcott & Hort and United Bible 

Societies editions). It has been esteemed by some for its balanced critical attitudes; others 

might view it as having no clear guiding principle.
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Jesuit scholar A. Merk (1948) 

We have also taken into consideration other texts, including that … by the other Jesuit 

scholar A. Merk. (Footnote: The 1948 printing of the 6th edition of Novum Testamentum 

Graece et Latine by Augustinus Merk, S.J., and printed at Rome, Italy.)
214

 

----------------- 

Merk. The first edition, Novum Testamentum Graece et Latine, appeared in 1933. … 

Merk’s Greek text is a fairly typical mid-Twentieth-Century production, an eclectic 

edition which however leans strongly toward the Alexandrian text. The Latin text, as one 

would expect of a Jesuit, is the Clementine Vulgate. … The significance of Merk lies not 

in its text but in its apparatus. … Merk’s apparatus incorporates all the errors of von 

Soden (inaccurate collations and unclear citations), and adds errors of its own: inaccurate 

translation of von Soden’s apparatus, plus a very high number of errors of the press and 

the like.
215
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IN 1988, THE WTS CONFIRMED ITS POSITION 

In its 1988 publication Insight on the Scriptures, the WTS wrote: 

By a comparative study of hundreds of existing Bible manuscripts, scholars have 

prepared master texts. These printed editions of original-language texts suggest the best 

readings available while drawing attention to variations that may exist in certain 

manuscripts. Texts of the Hebrew Scriptures with comparative readings in footnotes have 

been prepared by such scholars as Ginsburg and Kittel. Included among the master texts 

of the Christian Greek Scriptures are those published by Westcott and Hort as well as by 

Nestle and Aland.
216

 

 
“Master Texts”: WTS, Insight on the Scriptures, Volume 1, page 321 
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SOURCES ILLUSTRATED IN 1990 

The WTS makes it plain that the text of its New World Translation is based on the 19th century text 

provided by Westcott and Hort. As shown in the following diagram, they rely completely on 

Christendom’s scholars. 

 

 

Sources for the NWT: All Scripture Inspired of God and Beneficial, WTS, page 309 
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2013 NWT STATEMENT ON ITS SOURCES 

In the following from the 2013 edition of the NWT, the Watchtower Society indicates that when it 

released its initial 1950 edition, it considered the Greek text provided by Westcott and Hort as its 

“master” text. The WTS further states that “since then” it added the Greek texts by Nestle-Aland and 

by the United Bible Societies to its list of “master texts”. As a result of these additional “masters”, the 

WTS made some undeclared changes to the 2013 NWT. It does not list these changes nor does it 

provide any explanations. 

Greek Text: In the late 19th century, scholars B. F. Westcott and F.J.A. Hort compared 

existing Bible manuscripts and fragments as they prepared the Greek master text that 

they felt most closely reflected the original writings. In the mid-20th century, the New 

World Bible Translation Committee used that master text as the basis for its translation. 

Other early papyri, thought to date back to the second and third centuries C.E., were also 

used. Since then, more papyri have become available. In addition, master texts such as 

those by Nestle and Aland and by the United Bible Societies reflect recent scholarly 

studies. Some of the findings of this research were incorporated into this present 

revision.
217

 

The 2013 article continues, explaining that “some verses” were additions, and were thus omitted. The 

list of deleted verses in the 2013 NWT article is identical to the list that has appeared ever since the 

release of the 1950 edition. With each of these deleted verses, the 1969 Kingdom Interlinear 

Translation [KIT] explicitly states: “This verse is omitted in the Westcott and Hort Greek text”. So the 

more recent “masters” have had no effect on the deleted verses.
218

 In reality, the WTS is casting its lot 

with Westcott and Hort in opposition to the Textus Receptus, which is the Greek text used, for 

example, as the source for the King James (Authorised) Version. Whether the WTS accepts the 

Textus Receptus, Westcott and Hort, Nestle-Aland, or any other, each text is provided to the WTS by 

Christendom’s scholarship. These are the WTS’s “masters”. 

Based on those master texts, it is evident that some verses of the Christian Greek 

Scriptures found in older translations, such as the King James Version, were actually 

additions made by later copyists and were never part of the inspired Scriptures. However, 

because the verse division generally accepted in Bible translations was already 

established in the 16th century, the omission of these verses now creates gaps in the 

verse numbering in most Bibles. The verses are Matthew 17:21; 18:11; 23:14; Mark 

7:16; 9:44, 46; 11:26; 15:28; Luke 17:36; 23:17; John 5:4; Acts 8:37; 15:34; 24:7; 28:29; 

and Romans 16:24. In this revised edition, those omitted verses are indicated by a 

footnote at the location of the omission.
219

 

These verses are also omitted in modern versions such as the New English Bible and the New 

International Version. The WTS is not unique. 

The 2013 article continues, commenting on the shortening of two passages. These are not new, either, 

as this has been its practice with the NWT ever since the 1950 edition. 

Regarding the long conclusion for Mark 16 (verses 9-20), the short conclusion for Mark 

16, and the wording found at John 7:53–8:11, it is evident that none of these verses were 

included in the original manuscripts. Therefore, those spurious texts have not been 

included in this revision. (Footnote: Further details on why these verses are viewed as 

spurious can be found in the footnotes of the New World Translation of the Holy 

Scriptures—With References, published in 1984.)
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These undeclared changes are said to be “minor”, and if the example with Matthew 7:13 is any guide, 

it is surprising that the WTS bothered to release a 2013 edition. Unless something of significance has 

been slipped in unannounced? 

Some other wording has been adjusted to incorporate what scholars generally accept as 

the most authentic reflection of the original writings. For instance, according to some 

manuscripts, Matthew 7:13 reads: “Go in through the narrow gate because broad is the 

gate and spacious is the road leading off into destruction.” In previous editions of the 

New World Translation, “is the gate” was not included in the text. However, further 

study of the manuscript evidence led to the conclusion that “is the gate” was in the 

original text. So it was included in this present edition. There are a number of similar 

refinements. However, these adjustments are minor, and none of them change the basic 

message of God’s Word.
221

 

  

                                                      
221

 WTS, NWT, page 1730 



4: The Watchtower Society Relies on Christendom’s Texts 

96 

The originals do not exist any longer 

 
The original writings no longer exist 

The original autographs of the apostolic writings are lost beyond all reasonable hope of 

discovery, and are not even mentioned by the post-apostolic authors as being extant 

anywhere, or as having been seen by them. They perished, probably before the close of 

the first century, with the brittle paper then in ordinary use (the Egyptian papyrus), like 

all other ancient writings.
222
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Family of Manuscripts 

 
The family of manuscripts

223
 

The sources of the text are threefold : Manuscript Copies, Ancient Versions, and Patristic 

Quotations.
224

 

------------------------- 

[The Manuscripts] were written between the fourth and sixteenth centuries; the oldest 

date from the middle of the fourth century.
225

 

------------------------- 

The MSS. are divided into two classes, uncial and cursive. The former are written in 

large or capital letters, the latter in small letters or in current hand. The uncial MSS are 

older, from the fourth to the tenth century, and hence more valuable, but were discovered 

and used long after the cursive. Two of them, the Sinaitic and the Vatican, date from the 

middle of the fourth century.
226

 

------------------------- 

The uncials are written on costly and durable vellum or parchment, on quarto or small 

folio pages of one or two, very rarely of three or four, columns. The older ones have no 

division of words or sentences except for paragraphs, no accents or ornaments, and but 

very few pause-marks. Hence it requires some practice to read them with ease.
227

 

------------------------- 

The uncial MSS. are designated, for the sake of brevity, by the capital letters of the Latin 

alphabet (A, B, C, D, etc.), with the help of Greek letters for a few MSS. beyond Cod. Z, 

and the Hebrew letter Aleph (א) for the Sinaitic MS. which was discovered last and 

precedes Codex A.
228
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------------------------- 

 ,Codex Sinaiticus, formerly in the Convent of Mount Sinai (hence its name) .(Aleph) א

now in the Imperial Library at St. Petersburg. It dates from the middle of the fourth 

century.
229

 

A. Codex Alexandrinus of the fifth century.
230

 

B. Codex Vaticanus, of the middle of the fourth century.
231

 

C. Codex Regius, or Ephraemi Syri, of the fifth century.
232

 

D, for the Gospels and Acts. Codex Bezae, or Cantabrigiensis. … It dates from the sixth 

century, and contains only the Gospels and Acts.
233

 

------------------------- 

Earlier translations of the Bible, including the Authorized King James Version, tended to 

rely on Byzantine type texts, such as the Textus Receptus. A number of translations 

began to use critical Greek editions, beginning with the translation of the Revised 

Version in England in 1881-1885 (using Westcott and Hort’s Greek Text). English 

translations produced during the twentieth century increasingly reflected the work of 

textual criticism, although even new translations are often influenced by earlier 

translation efforts.
234

 

 
Westcott and Hort’s sources
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Text types236 

The following is by Kurt Aland (whose qualifications and scholarship, which are relied on by the 

WTS, are outlined previously in this Study). 

The major text types trace their beginnings to the Diocletianic persecutions and the Age 

of Constantine which followed. This seems paradoxical. But the period of persecution 

which lasted almost ten years in the West and much longer in the East was characterized 

by the systematic destruction of church buildings (and church centers), and any 

manuscripts that were found in them were publicly burned. Church officials were further 

required to surrender for public burning all holy books in their possession or custody. 

Although clergy who submitted to the demands of the state were branded as traitors and 

defectors from the faith, their number was by no means small. The result was a 

widespread scarcity of New Testament manuscripts which became all the more acute 

when the persecution ceased. For when Christianity could again engage freely in 

missionary activity there was a tremendous growth in both the size of the existing 

churches and the number of new churches. There also followed a sudden demand for 

large numbers of New Testament manuscripts in all provinces of the empire. Privately 

made copies contributed significantly, but they were inadequate to satisfy this growing 

need, which could be met only by large copying houses. Bishops were no longer 

prevented from opening their own scriptoria: any text used as the exemplar in such a 

production center would naturally be widely distributed and wield a dominant influence. 

The exegetical school of Antioch, where students of Origen’s theology and Arians 

maintained a well-organized center, provided bishops for many dioceses throughout the 

East (with the support of the court bishop, Eusebius of Nicomedia; here again a 

knowledge of church history is indispensable for understanding the history of the text). 

Each of these bishops took with him to his diocese the text he was familiar with, that of 

Lucian (i.e., the Koine text), and in this way it rapidly became very widely disseminated 

even in the fourth century. Athanasius, the powerful bishop of Alexandria, whose 

authority was felt far beyond the borders of Egypt as early as 328, governed his church 

with a tightly centralized administrative structure. We do not know precisely what 

manuscript he designated for use as a model, but it must have been of the type 

represented by Codex Vaticanus or p
75

. Naturally any errors in the model manuscript, 

whether real or imagined, would have been corrected.
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WTS’s “Masters” are supplied by Christendom 

 

 
Christendom’s sources for the New World Translation of the Christian Greek Scriptures 
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Westcott, Hort, Nestle and Aland were scholars of Christendom 

The WTS depends on members of Christendom who lived during the recent times
238

. The Greek text 

that is used by the WTS for its New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures results from the work 

produced by Christendom’s religious scholars. It is impossible to imagine the Watchtower Society 

existing without Christendom’s modern scholars, including Westcott, Hort, Nestle, and Aland. 

Westcott (1825-1901) and Hort (1828-1892) 

Brooke Foss Westcott D.D., was the Anglican Canon of Peterborough, Bishop of Durham, and Regius 

Professor of Divinity, while Felton John Anthony Hort D.D., was the Hulsean Professor of Divinity at 

Cambridge, England. Hort was a close friend of Joseph Barber Lightfoot, theologian and Bishop of 

Durham. 

Ebhard Nestle (1851-1913) 

Eberhard Nestle was a German biblical scholar, textual critic, Orientalist, and the editor of Novum 

Testamentum Graece. 

In 1898 Eberhard Nestle published the first edition of his Novum Testamentum Graece. 

… Nestle took the three leading scholarly editions of the Greek New Testament at that 

time by Tischendorf, Westcott/Hort and Weymouth as a basis. Where their textual 

decisions differed from each other Nestle chose for his own text the variant which was 

preferred by two of the editions included, while the variant of the third was put into the 

apparatus.
239

 

Kurt Aland (1915-1994) 

Kurt Aland was a German Theologian and Biblical Scholar who specialised in New Testament textual 

criticism. In the 1950s, Aland worked on Nestle’s edition. The convergence of the Nestle-Aland 

editions with the UBS Greek New Testament, along with its moves closer to the Westcott-Hort text are 

outlined at: http://www.nestle-aland.com/en/history/ 
240

 Aland’s views questioning the modern 

relevance of the Canon (list of Scriptures) are provided in a later chapter of this Study. 

The texts of Nestle-Aland and of Bover and Merk, differ very little from the text of the 

Westcott-Hort.
241

 

Since Westcott and Hort produced their refined Greek text, a number of critical editions 

of the Christian Greek Scriptures have been produced. Noteworthy among them is The 

Greek New Testament published by the United Bible Societies and now in its third 

edition. Identical in wording is the 26th edition of the so-called Nestle-Aland text, 

published in 1979 in Stuttgart, Germany.
242

 

The United Bible Societies 

The United Bible Societies, which produces texts relied on by the WTS, is one of the strongest voices 

and active agents of Christendom. 

The United Bible Societies is made up of 146 Bible Societies operating in over 200 

countries and territories. Together, they are the biggest translator, publisher and 

distributor of the Bible in the world. They are also active in areas such as literacy 

training, HIV and AIDS prevention and disaster relief. Bible Societies work with all 

Christian Churches and many international non-governmental organisations.
243
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WTS relies on Christendom’s Aland, Bover, Merk, Nestle, and the United Bible Societies 
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Textus Receptus 

The following diagram shows the alternate source Greek text, known as Textus Receptus. This text 

was used for early translations such as the King James (Authorised) Version. The Greek text by the 

19th century Anglicans Westcott and Hort broke with that tradition. The New World Translation 

accepts the text from Westcott and Hort, rejecting the Textus Receptus. 

 
The claimed path of the Textus Receptus 

Erasmus (1466-1536) 

Desiderius Erasmus Roterodamus, known as Erasmus of Rotterdam, or simply Erasmus, was a Dutch 

Renaissance humanist, Catholic priest, social critic, teacher, and theologian. Over time, the term 

textus receptus has been retroactively applied to Erasmus’ editions, as his work served as its basis. 

[Erasmus’s] “Textus Receptus” was the standard form of the Greek Text until challenged 

in the nineteenth century [primarily by Westcott and Hort], but, as has been noted, [the 

Textus Receptus]] still has many defenders in fundamental circles. Greenlee has wisely 

observed: “The TR is not a ‘bad’ or misleading text, either theologically or practically.” 

No one will be led into theological error from using the TR, either directly or in a 

translation based on it (e.g., KJV and NKJV). But is it, as Waite believes, “the exact 

words of the originals themselves”? Hardly! It is based on a few very late manuscripts, 

and in some cases has no Greek manuscript support whatever.
244
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Stephanus (1503-1559) 

Robert I Estienne known as Robertus Stephanus in Latin and also referred to as Robert Stephens by 

18th and 19th-century English writers, was a 16th-century printer and classical scholar in Paris. He 

was a former Catholic who became a Protestant late in his life and the first to print the Bible divided 

into standard numbered verses. He edited the Greek New Testament four times, in 1546, 1549, 1550 

and 1551. 

Griesbach (1745-1812) 

Johann Jakob Griesbach was a German theologian, the earliest biblical critic to subject the Gospels to 

systematic literary analysis. 

Griesbach’s early education took place in Frankfurt and its immediate environs, where 

his father served local churches. He attended the University at Tübingen for five 

semesters; then Halle and Leipzig, where he spent a year “reading the ancient sources of 

Church History”.  

In February of 1768 Griesbach’s first publication appeared, a historical theological 

dissertation that dealt with the ideas of Leo I (pope from 440 to 461). Some months later, 

on October 22, 1768, Griesbach published his master’s thesis and received the degree of 

master of philosophy from the University at Halle.
245

 

-------------------- 

Griesbach’s critical edition of the New Testament first appeared at Halle, in three 

volumes, in 1774-1775. … 

For the construction of his critical text, Griesbach took as his basis the Elzevir edition. 

Where he differed from it he placed the Elzevir reading on the inner margin along with 

other readings he thought worthy of special consideration. … 

In weighing these probabilities, he proceeded upon a particular theory, … dividing all the 

manuscripts into three main groups – the Alexandrian, the Western and the Byzantine.
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The English language New World Translation is used as the source 

The WTS produces its translation of the Scriptures in several languages. These are not translations 

from the source texts, but they come from the English New World Translation. 

 
The English NWT is used as the source 
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Kurt Aland on Patristic Citations 

It is as true of New Testament quotations in the Church Fathers as it is of the versions 

that they are often misjudged and consequently misused. The route from a modern 

edition of a Church Father’s works back to the text which he read in his New Testament 

may be long and tortuous. … Even when a modern critical edition is available there is no 

certainty that it preserves the New Testament quotations of a work as they occurred in its 

original form. 

Take the ideal example of a Church Father’s commentary on a New Testament book, 

which promises to yield the greatest number of quotations. Not only are there constant 

citations from the book commented on in the commentary proper, but there is usually 

also the complete text (called the lemma) preceding the commentary. The text of the 

lemma was endangered from the start because its very length offered a constant 

temptation to the copyist to replace it with a familiar form. Consequently the lemma must 

be used with caution and under the constant control of quotations in the commentary 

itself. The lemma text may be accepted as authentic only when there is positive 

agreement, and even then only if the editor has edited the text correctly, neither 

following a poor tradition nor simply replacing the manuscript tradition with one 

personally preferred. 

It is bad enough when an edition of Cyprian’s works can evoke the comment, “It is now 

generally acknowledged that in its treatment of Cyprian’s biblical quotations it erred in 

following the wrong group of witnesses. The kind of Bible used by the African Father 

cannot be learned from the edited text, but must be gathered from the apparatus.”  

But it is even worse when an editor not only fails to reconstruct the text of the New 

Testament quotations successfully but also neglects completely to record the variant 

readings in the tradition or gives them inadequately at best. … 

There are today more problems connected with the New Testament quotations, even in 

the works of outstanding editors, than would be imagined. 

Further, even when the text of a Father can be accepted as reliably edited, the problems 

are not yet over. Very frequently there are new problems. Passage by passage it must be 

established whether the text is a quotation from the New Testament (and if so, from 

which book — a difficult if not impossible distinction with parallel Gospel passages) or 

only an allusion. While this may be relatively easy to do in commentaries, these 

constitute only a small fraction of the patristic literature. If it is a quotation, the next 

question is whether the Father was intentionally rephrasing or was quoting from memory, 

or if it can be assumed that he was copying the text from a manuscript—for only then 

would it have full value as a witness. … 

There have been many attempts to solve the great riddle of the New Testament text used 

by Origen, … Establishing the New Testament text of the Church Fathers has a strategic 

importance for textual history and criticism. It shows us how the text appeared at 

particular times and in particular places: this is information we can find nowhere else. 

With a Greek manuscript there is no way of knowing the age of the exemplar it was 

copied from, nor when we know the provenance of a manuscript is there any way of 

knowing the provenance of its exemplar, which is even more important.  

Only the papyri from the period before A.D. 300 may be relied on for such information, 

but these are relevant only to developments in Egypt when it was hardly a leading 

province of the Church. For an appreciation of the development of the text in the major 

church centers of the period they are useless. Many important tasks challenge us here. 

With more adequate information about the Church Fathers’ text of the New Testament 

we would have firmer guidelines for a history of the text. This is a field ripe for 

innumerable doctoral dissertations and learned investigations. Any volunteers?
247

                                                      
247

 Aland, NT Text, pages 171-173 



 

107 

5: SELECTIVE QUOTATIONS PROVIDED BY WATCHTOWER SOCIETY BOOKS 

The WTS’s “Scripture Inspired” book cites support from three books as evidence that: 

Internal evidence confirms the clear division that was made between the inspired 

Christian writings and works that were spurious or uninspired. The Apocryphal writings 

are much inferior and often fanciful and childish. They are frequently inaccurate. Note 

the following statements by scholars on these noncanonical books:
248

 

The books cited by the “Scripture Inspired” book are: 

 “The Apocryphal New Testament” by M. R. James 

 “The New Testament Documents” by G. Milligan 

 “The Problem of the New Testament Canon” by K. Aland 

The book cited by “Insight”, volume 1 is: “The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible” by G. A. 

Buttrick 

---------------------------- 

WTS, Scripture Inspired cites 
The Apocryphal New Testament by M. R. James 

The following, which is in reference to non-canonical Christian writings, is the citation in the WTS, 

Scripture Inspired book: 

There is no question of any one’s having excluded them from the New Testament: they 

have done that for themselves. – M. R. James, The Apocryphal New Testament, pages xi, 

xii
249

 

---------------------------- 

The following is the complete context from the Foreword of M. R. James’ 594-page book
250

. He 

clearly considered the task of providing these non-canonical writings as significant. 

From the historical and the literary point of view, then, it is worthwhile to present the 

apocryphal literature of the New Testament afresh; but it is also worthwhile from the 

religious point of view. People may still be heard to say, ‘After all, these Apocryphal 

Gospels and Acts, as you call them, are just as interesting as the old ones. It was only by 

accident or caprice that they were not put into the New Testament’. The best answer to 

such loose talk has always been, and is now, to produce the writings and let them tell 

their own story. It will very quickly be seen that there is no question of any one’s 

having excluded them from the New Testament: they have done that for themselves. 

Interesting as they are—and I will try to show later why they are interesting—they do not 

achieve either of the two principal purposes for which they were written, the instilling of 

true religion and the conveyance of true history. 

As religious books they were meant to reinforce the existing stock of Christian beliefs: 

either by revealing new doctrines—usually differing from those which held the field; or 

by interpreting old ones—again, usually in a fresh sense; or by extolling some special 

virtue, as chastity or temperance; or by enforcing belief in certain doctrines or events, 

e.g. the Virgin birth, the resurrection of Christ, the second coming, the future state by the 

production of evidence which, if true, should be irrefragable
251

. For, all these purposes 

the highest authority is claimed by the writings; they are the work, they tell us, of 
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eyewitnesses of the events, or they report the utterances of the Lord himself. As books of 

history they aim at supplementing the scanty data (as they seemed) of the Gospels and 

Acts, and in this they resemble many of the Jewish Midrashim and apocrypha. Like 

these, they sometimes bear testimony to the currency of a tradition which has other and 

better evidence to support it, as when the Acts of John assume John’s residence at 

Ephesus, and the Acts of Peter and Paul the martyrdom of those apostles at Rome. 

But, as I have said, they fail of their purpose. Among the prayers and discourses of the 

apostles in the spurious Acts some utterances may be found which are remarkable and 

even beautiful: not a few of the stories are notable and imaginative, and have been 

consecrated and made familiar to us by the genius of mediaeval artists. But the authors 

do not speak with the voices of Paul or of John, or with the quiet simplicity of the three 

first Gospels. It is not unfair to say that when they attempt the former tone, they are 

theatrical, and when they essay the latter, they are jejune
252

. In short, the result of 

anything like an attentive study of the literature, in bulk and in detail, is an added respect 

for the sense of the Church Catholic, and for the wisdom of the scholars of Alexandria, 

Antioch, and Rome: assuredly in this case they were tried money-changers, who proved 

all things and held fast that which was good. Many a book, like the venerable Gospel 

according to the Hebrews and the Preaching of Peter, which we should dearly have liked 

to possess for the light they would throw on primitive Christian history, has perished as a 

consequence of their unfavourable verdict, and we regret the loss—no one more keenly 

than myself: but with the verdict that consigned them first to obscurity and then to 

destruction I cannot quarrel. 

But, it may be said, if these writings are good neither as books of history, nor of religion, 

nor even as literature, why spend time and labour on giving them a vogue which on your 

own showing they do not deserve? Partly, of course, in order to enable others to form a 

judgement on them; but that is not the whole case. The truth is that they must not be 

regarded only from the point of view which they claim for themselves. In almost every 

other aspect they have a great and enduring interest. 

If they are not good sources of history in one sense, they are in another. They record the 

imaginations, hopes, and fears of the men who wrote them; they show what was 

acceptable to the unlearned Christians of the first ages, what interested them, what they 

admired, what ideals of conduct they cherished for this life, what they thought they 

would find in the next. As folk-lore and romance, again, they are precious; and to the 

lover and student of mediaeval literature and art they reveal the source of no 

inconsiderable part of his material and the solution of many a puzzle. They have, indeed, 

exercised an influence (wholly disproportionate to their intrinsic merits) so great and so 

widespread, that no one who cares about the history of Christian thought and Christian 

art can possibly afford to neglect them.
253
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WTS, Scripture Inspired cites 
The New Testament Documents by G. Milligan 

This citation in the “Scripture Inspired” book relates only to the Gospels; the WTS failed to disclose 

that the author contrasted his confidence in the “gospels” against the unreliability of some “Epistles”. 

In the following, the text omitted by the “Scripture Inspired” book is italicised. 

The New Testament Documents, 

G. Milligan, pages 226- 228 

All Scripture is Inspired of God and Beneficial, 

page 304 

This collection of the New Testament writings 

was a gradual process. … The writings of which 

the New Testament is now made up were in the 

first instance independent, occasional writings, 

called forth at different times and under different 

circumstances to meet immediate and practical 

needs. … It was not until something like three 

hundred years had elapsed that these scattered 

writings were definitely and finally combined into 

the New Testament as we have it now. 

This, again, was not due in the first instance to 

any authoritative pronouncement on the part of 

the Christian Church. 

It was not until the year A.D. 397 that the Third 

Council of Carthage, in dealing with the subject 

of the Scriptures, formally enumerated the 

contents of the New Testament, as at present 

received, while it was three hundred years later, 

A.D. 691, before this Canon was synodically 

determined for the Church of East and West by 

the Quini-sextine Council. … It is no doubt true 

that all its contents do not stand on the same level 

of certainty and authority. The Gospels come to 

us more fully attested than some of the Epistles: 

the teaching of 2 Peter cannot be put on the same 

footing as the teaching of the Epistle to the 

Romans, to say nothing of the teaching of the 

Sermon on the Mount. But we have only to 

compare our New Testament books as a whole 

with other literature of the kind to realize how 

wide is the gulf which separates them from it. 

The uncanonical gospels, it is often said, are in 

reality the best evidence for the canonical. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                    We have only to 

compare our New Testament books as a whole 

with other literature of the kind to realize how 

wide is the gulf which separates them from it. 

The uncanonical gospels, it is often said, are in 

reality the best evidence for the canonical.  

Other relevant statements in this book by Milligan include (but were not disclosed by the WTS, 

Scripture Inspired book): 

It necessarily took time before the Apostolic Epistles were put on an equality with the 

Gospels
254

. 

We must not, however, imagine that at this early period [of Justin Martyr] our four 

Gospels had gained the exclusive place which they now occupy in the use of the Church. 

On the contrary, there is good reason for believing that, along with the canonical 

Gospels, Justin also made use of the apocryphal Gospel of Peter. … 
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And so late as the close of the second century, as we learn from an incidental notice in 

Eusebius, this same Gospel [of Peter] was still read in the Church at Rhossus.
255

 

In the case of the First Epistle of St. Peter … the words, ‘by Silvanus’ in 5:12, are best 

understood as implying that Silvanus was not only the bearer, but the actual scribe of the 

Epistle. … If, as is most probable, this Silvanus is to be identified with Silas, the friend 

and companion of St. Paul, we have an additional ground for the many affinities of 

language and thought between the Epistle [of Peter] and certain Pauline writings, notably 

the Epistles to the Romans and the Ephesians. …  

The so-called Second Epistle of St. Peter raises a wholly different set of questions, and 

… we are led to think of it not as an original work of the Apostle whose name it bears, 

but rather as a pseudepigraph written in the second century by an unknown author, who 

desired to gain credit for his work by issuing it under the great name of St. Peter.
256

 

Influence from other sections of the Church 

The growing authority of the New Testament writings may be illustrated still further by 

the part they played in controversy. 

It is an interesting fact, as showing how widespread was the estimation in which the 

various books of the New Testament were held, that some of the earliest references to 

them as Scripture come to us not from within, but from without, the Church. Basilides of 

Alexandria, for example, the founder of a Gnostic sect in the beginning of the second 

century, is credited with being the first to introduce quotations from New Testament 

writers with such formulas as ‘The Scripture saith’ and ‘As it is written,’ which had 

hitherto been confined to quotations from the Old Testament. To another heretic, 

Marcion (c. A.D. 140), we owe the first definite attempt to define a New Testament 

Canon; while in Heracleon (c. A.D. 170), the most prominent follower of the school of 

Valentinus, we have the author of the first commentary on a book of the New Testament 

of which we have any knowledge, a commentary, namely, on the Fourth Gospel, to 

which Origen in the extant portions of his own commentary on the same book repeatedly 

refers.  

It was indeed the constant claim of the sects that they represented the true tradition of the 

Apostles. And consequently in its conflict with them the Church was led to appeal more 

and more to that tradition as it understood and accepted it, and to collect the writings in 

which it was embodied into a class by themselves, marked off in ever-increasing degree 

from the rest of the Christian literature of the day.
257
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WTS, Scripture Inspired cites 
 The Problem of the New Testament Canon, by K Aland 

The WTS, Scripture Inspired book cites Kurt Aland
258

 regarding the NT non-canonical (apocryphal) 

books: 

Note the following statements by scholars on these [NT] non-canonical books: … 

“It cannot be said of a single writing preserved to us from the early period of the Church 

outside the New Testament that it could properly be added to-day to the Canon.” – K. 

Aland, The Problem of the New Testament Canon, page 24.
259

 

This is exactly what Kurt Aland wrote. Aland is quite dismissive of these non-canonical books. But 

that does not mean that he is satisfied with the current Canon. He terms it the formal Canon, which he 

contrasts against what he terms the practical Canon. It is a pity that the WTS writer failed to draw out 

a fair and balanced report on what Aland said. Rather, the WTS started out with a position and sought 

a sentence that supported the desired conclusion, without exploring Aland’s message. 

The purpose of Aland’s Lecture 

The Problem of the New Testament Canon by Aland is the text of a lecture that is focused on present-

day issues with the Canon (list of NT writings) that already exists. 

[Aland’s lecture is] the text of a lecture written for the Second International Congress on 

New Testament Studies which met at Christ Church, Oxford, in September 1961. …  

Whilst the lecture has the title ‘The Problem of the New Testament Canon,’ it must be 

borne in mind that it had its setting in a Congress of which the general theme was ‘The 

New Testament To-day.’ The aim of the essay is to go beyond the merely historical 

aspects of the subject and to deal with contemporary problems and tasks. 

Aland’s approach to addressing current issues 

In order to address current issues with the Canon, Aland had to make points about its formation. He 

spoke of the events during those early times so that he could address his views on current issues with 

the Canon. Regarding the current NT Canon, Aland said: 

The Canon of the New Testament has the same content to-day in all the churches. But 

this present agreement among the confessions must not allow us to forget that such 

uniformity did not exist in the ancient Church. It was not reached until the end of the 

fourth century and as the result of a long drawn-out and complicated process which took 

place in many different ecclesiastical provinces; but it took centuries after that before it 

prevailed everywhere.
260

 

The canonisation process was complex, since many writings that were ultimately rejected had been 

considered by various Christian communities as Scripture. 

The fact ought not to be overlooked that, besides the Scriptures which in the common 

view were coming to be regarded as canonical, there was for a long time in the various 

Church territories and communities a whole series of Scriptures which, though they were 

finally rejected, yet in groupings of different kinds were regarded as possessing either 

partial or full canonical status. 
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There is no need to go into details here. To throw some light on the situation, we need 

only refer to the well-known fact that the Codex Sinaiticus contains the Epistle of 

Barnabas and the Shepherd of Hermas, while the Codex Alexandrinus contains the first 

and second epistles of Clement. The Codex Sinaiticus dates from the fourth, and the 

Codex Alexandrinus indeed from the fifth century. At that time these writings were still 

read in the Church services in certain regions, and hence enjoyed canonical respect there. 

A few rudimentary remarks are necessary, however: 

The New Testament Canon had its beginnings at a time, and is significant of a time 

which was conscious of losing that direct contact with the Lord which was mediated in 

ever new revelations of the Spirit. The setting up of a barrier between genuine and false 

revelations was further necessitated by the appearance, on the one hand, of Montanism 

and Gnosticism, with their claim to possess a ‘Plus’ of divine revelation and of revealed 

Scriptures, and of Marcion and his disciples, on the other hand, with their demand for a 

‘Minus,’ with regard to what the Church of the second century thought corresponded to 

its heritage of faith.
261

 

He is thus not completely dismissive of those writings which did not form part of the current Canon. 

Aland adds that the supposed standards which the Church employed in deciding the Canon were 

inadequate and often incorrect. 

And he is critical of the standards applied by the early Church while it canonised the NT. 

It cannot be gainsaid that the external standards which the early Church applied in 

canonizing the New Testament Scriptures are, when looked at from the viewpoint of 

modern scientific knowledge, insufficient and frequently even wrong. The views 

accepted by the present-day New Testament critics on matters of authorship or date of 

the New Testament Scriptures are, in many cases, different from those held in the early 

Church.
262

 

The Canon came from the community 

It is significant to Aland that the decisions on the Canon (list of NT sacred writings) came from the 

Christian community; that it was arrived at through usage by the membership, not through imposition 

by a church hierarchy. Only in the 4th century did the organised church get involved. 

In establishing the Canon, the Church authorities of the second and succeeding centuries 

only subsequently ratified the decisions which had already been reached by the Christian 

communities, or more exactly, by the individual believers. The organized Church as such 

did not create the Canon; it recognized the Canon which had already been created. It is 

only from the second half of the fourth century onwards, in connexion with the closing of 

the Canon, that the Church authorities began to have any effect.
263

 

This theme is critical for understanding Aland’s lecture. He made it clear that this evolutionary 

process is the key to his message. 

This evolution must be kept in mind, if fundamental pronouncements are to be made 

about the Canon of the New Testament.
 264

 

The practical reduction of the Canon 

Aland provided examples of individuals and churches in more recent times (including “Adventists”) 

who have formulated their own Canons from within the existing formal Canon. This permitted him to 

move on to the focus of his lecture: 
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It is quite characteristic that when demands are made to-day for a revision of the Canon, 

they are always in the direction of its reduction, not of its enlargement. In one sphere this 

reduction of the Canon has for a long time not only been implied, but has been practised 

everywhere with unmistakable clarity, and that without distinction of confession or 

theological position.
265

 

He showed that this reduction of the Canon is not a recent phenomenon but has been the practice of 

the Christian Church from its beginnings, initially with the Old Testament Canon. 

“A Living, Effective” Canon 

Aland then moved to the “narrowing and shortening” of the NT Canon in practice. 

It cannot be denied that the Canon of the New Testament is in practice undergoing a 

narrowing and a shortening. This has been taking place in the past and is also happening 

in the present, even in Churches where the Canon is determined with absolute rigidity 

and also among theologians of all schools and tendencies. … 

The very existence of different Churches is already a proof of a shortening of the New 

Testament Canon which is practised on all sides, and which, while uniformly recognizing 

the Scriptures of the New Testament as canonical, yet in exegesis, teaching, preaching, 

etc., evaluates them and their contents differently, uses them differently, and even when 

their choice is the same, puts a different accent on their contents. If this narrowing and 

shortening of the Canon, which is practised in different ways, did not exist and in its 

place there were one Canon which was really common to all and understood in the same 

way by all, then the different Confessions would not exist either. 

Clearly there exists also in the New Testament a ‘Canon within the Canon.’ And here 

too, just as in the case of the Old Testament, not only is there an order of precedence 

established within the Scriptures of this Canon, but also the actual Canon passes through 

the middle of the formal Canon, and even through the middle of individual books of the 

Canon. 

From this a selection is made, which varies from case to case, and this selection is 

exalted to be the actual Canon. The ‘self-understanding’ of the Churches and theological 

schools is not based on the complete, officially recognized Canon. This Canon has only a 

formal significance, whereas the actual living, effective Canon—composed of whole 

books as well as of selected extracts from other books of the New Testament—is 

constructed according to the method of ‘self-understanding.’
266

 

Aland closed his lecture with the recommendation that today’s church bodies should remove their 

differences by agreeing on the “actual” (reduced) canon. Since Aland is interested in identifying a 

common Canon which lies within the existing Canon, he did not want the distraction of adding those 

writings which did not make it into the current formal NT canon. 

This present state of affairs, of Christianity splintered into different churches and 

theological schools, is the wound in the body. The variety in the actual Canon in its 

different forms is not only the standard symptom, but simultaneously also the real cause 

of its illness. This illness—which is in blatant conflict with the unity which is 

fundamental to its nature—cannot be tolerated.
267

 

He then said that the process of finding the modern practical Canon required the Churches to discover 

the “correct principles of selection”. Previously, he said that the principles that had been employed by 

the early Church were suspect and wrong. 
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Our task is the discovery of the correct principles of selection from the formal Canon and 

of its interpretation with the purpose of achieving a common, actual Canon and a 

common interpretation of its contents.
268

 

This road will be long and laborious and painful.
269

 

Adler repeated his position that the actual Canon that is practised by members of the Christian 

communities is not an addition to the formal Canon. This explains his dismissal of the non-canonical 

writings of the NT period. He sought a reduction of what already exists, not an addition of the 

writings that were previously declared non-canonical. 

All forms of the actual Canon set out from the formal Canon; they proceed from it by 

reduction. That additions to it are impossible can be taken for granted.
270

 

For the division which we are experiencing and which, in the last analysis, is nothing 

more than the result of our differing actual Canons, is not a growth of yesterday. Nor has 

it been with us only since the time of the Reformation, or since the Schism between the 

Church of East and West in 1054; its origins are much older and go right back to the 

primitive Church, even to the time when the early Jewish-Christian communities, the 

Pauline communities and the Hellenistic communities split apart.
271
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WTS, Scripture Inspired cites 
The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge 

It is difficult to see how this citation in the “Scripture Inspired” book supports its contention that there 

was a “clear division between the inspired Christian writings and works that were spurious or 

uninspired”. The complete context shows that this encyclopedia does not support the WTS’s 

contention. 

The following is a consideration of the Muratorian Fragment. 

The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of 

Religious Knowledge, Vol. VIII, pages 55-56 

 “All Scripture Is Inspired of God And 

Beneficial”, page 304 

The tone of the whole treatise [of the Muratorian 

Fragment] is not that of legislation but of 

explanatory statement of an established condition 

of things, with only a single instance of difference 

of opinion among members of the Catholic 

Church. There is no difference in authority 

between the Old Testament (“the prophets”) and 

the New (“the apostles”). The only distinction is 

that the number of the former claims is fixed, 

while that of the latter is still to some extent open. 

II Peter is still discussed; there are apparently 

some in the church who regarded the epistles to 

the Laodiceans and Alexandrians as on a footing 

with the others; and the proceedings in regard to 

the Shepherd had shown that some had been 

inclined shortly before to admit it into the 

category of Scripture. Apart from these points, 

however, the New Testament is regarded as 

definitely made up of the four Gospels, the 

Acts, thirteen epistles of Paul, the Apocalypse 

of John, probably three epistles of his, Jude, 

and probably I Peter, while the opposition to 

another of Peter’s writing was not yet silenced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   “The New Testament is regarded as 

definitely made up of the four Gospels, the 

Acts, thirteen epistles of Paul, the Apocalypse 

of John, probably three epistles of his, Jude, 

and probably I Peter, while the opposition to 

another of Peter’s writings was not yet 

silenced.” 

 

Since the “Scripture Inspired” book relies heavily on the evidence provided by the Muratorian 

Fragment, the following from its source, the Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia, is therefore pertinent: 

Place, Date and Authorship: The designation of Rome not only as urbs Roma in 1. 76 

but as urbs alone in 1 38 indicates a western origin; and so (assuming the substantial 

completeness of the text) does the fact that James and Hebrews are not even mentioned. 

The circumstantial solemnity with which the position of Pius at the time of the writing of 

the Shepherd of Hermes is described is intelligible only if the author was writing, not 

indeed in Rome for Romans, but in or for a western church in some way connected with 

Rome. … It can scarcely have been written before 200-210. …  

All that can be said is that a member of the Roman church, or of some Catholic 

community not far from Rome, wrote in Greek about 200-210 a synopsis of the writings 

recocgnised as belonging to the New Testament in his part of the Church. (Schaff-Herzog 

Encyclopedia, page 54)  

Contents: This document is not a canon in the original sense of the word, a mere 

catalogue of titles, but is a survey of the entire New Testament, with historical 

information and theological reflections appended. (Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia, page 

54)  
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Ruling Ideas: The tone of the whole treatise is not that of legislation but of explanatory 

statement of an established condition of things, with only a single instance of difference 

of opinion among members of the Catholic Church.  

There is no difference in authority between the Old Testament (“the prophets”) and the 

New (“the apostles”). The only distinction is that the number of the former class is fixed, 

while that of the latter is still to some extent open. (Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia, pages 

54-55) 

Although the “Scripture Inspired” book states that it is citing a 1956 edition of The Schaff-Herzog 

Encyclopedia, the volume represents 19th century scholarship.
272

 Philip Schaff lived from 1819 to 

1893, and Volume 8, which the WTS book cites, was updated in 1910. 

Scholarship has moved in leaps and bounds since that time. A typical example of related modern 

scholarship is provided at “The Integrity of the Biblical Canon in Light of Its Historical 

Development,” Lee Martin McDonald, Bulletin for Biblical Research 6 (1996): pages 95-132
273

 

The Encyclopedia also notes that the books of James and Hebrews are not mentioned in the 

Muratorian Fragment, while the Gospels to the Laodiceans and to the Alexandrians, the Shepherd of 

Hermas, and the Apocalypse of Peter are not dismissed out of hand. 

Whereas the WTS relies somewhat on the Muratorian Fragment, but this is not a “list” or a “catalog”. 
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WTS, Insight cites 
The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, by G. A. Buttrick 

The two volumes of the WTS book, Insight on the Scriptures refers to “The Interpreter’s Dictionary 

of the Bible”, edited by G. A. Buttrick, a total of 32 times. It is clearly a recommended resource. In 

the following, the text omitted by the “Scripture Inspired” book is italicised. 

The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, 

Vol. 1, “New Testament Apocrypha”, pp 166-7 
“Insight on the Scriptures”, Vol. 1, page 125 

The writings properly designated by the now 

common term “NT Apoc.” may all be styled, 

without the charge of oversimplification, 

religious. Many of them are trivial, some are 

highly theatrical, some are disgusting, even 

loathsome; nonetheless, they may properly be 

styled religious. Their purpose, with but few 

possible exceptions, was to enforce what to the 

particular writer seemed sound Christian beliefs. 

This at times takes the form of revealing new doc-

trines or new truths; of extolling or dilating upon 

some particular virtue or kind of life; of 

emphasizing or embroidering some spectacular 

doctrine, such as the virgin birth, the physical 

resurrection, the second coming of Christ, the 

future state, with especial attention to the 

torments and tortures of the damned; and, 

perhaps most conspicuous of all, of amplifying 

laconic and intriguing incidents and, on the 

authority of big names from the past, filling in 

certain “gaps” or “silences” or answering 

questions raised or at least suggested by the 

earlier writings. 

Some of these writings were definitely the 

products of sects ranging all the way from 

reasonable orthodoxy to what was regarded the 

rankest and most reprehensible heresy. … They 

are simply expansion, imaginative development, 

or dilation, of themes and incidents in the 

canonical writings, frequently in markedly 

biblical idiom. … 

This does not warrant, however, the easy 

assumption that they are worthless. Not only do 

they reveal the hopes, imaginations, likes, and 

dislikes of Christians of an earlier day and thus 

provide invaluable information to the church 

historian, but they also throw a light which is at 

times far from inconsiderable upon the canonical 

writings, notably the gospels. … 

They evidence unmistakably the absence of 

reliable historical information outside the 

Markan tradition.  

Commenting on such post apostolic Apocryphal 

writings, The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the 

Bible (Vol. 1, p. 166) states: “Many of them are 

trivial, some are highly theatrical, some are 

disgusting, even loathsome.” (Edited by G. A. 

Buttrick, 1962). 

 

“Many” and “some” does not mean “all”. As the full passage explains, the so-called NT Apocryphal 

writings ranged from “reasonable orthodoxy”. 
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