
The Bible: How did we get it? Part I

A chain with four links

There are four key “links” in the conveyance of Scripture from God to mankind: Inspiration, Canonization, Transmission and Translation.  We will address Part I: Inspiration & Canonization, this Sunday, and Part II: Transmission and Translation, will be presented next Sunday.

Inspiration

Inspiration refers to the Holy Spirit’s involvement in and with the human authors of Scripture, as they wrote the words on scrolls and papyrus.  It is important to distinguish a key aspect of what inspiration means as the first link in the conveyance of Scripture from God to mankind:

Inspiration is not the subjective human response to the written content of recognized Scripture or any other writing, but is the superintendence by God of each human author of Scripture so that working through the personalities of each author, in the context of each author’s specific history and culture, God took the initiative to assure that the words that each author wrote conveyed the specific message that God intended.  

The concept of inspiration, then, originates from God, with the understanding that truth is theocentric (John 14:6; John 17:17).  It also assumes that God is both motivated and capable of conveying the truth.  What God has inspired is not an exhaustive revelation of theocentric truth, but the truth that has been conveyed by God’s inspiration is sufficient, as determined and judged by God.  

The content of each author’s writing was superintended to varying degrees, in some cases writing specifically the words that God dictated
, but in many cases writing without any evidence of divine dictation.  The personalities of each of the authors are still apparent in their writings, but their personalities, including the historical and cultural context, are totally compatible with the inerrancy of the message conveyed by God through each of them.  The apostle Paul, for instance, wrote with literary sophistication, regularly utilizing compound words, and complex sentences with parenthetical phrases and thoughts.  He also wrote commonly as a logician.  The apostle John, on the other hand, wrote with greater simplicity, employing compound words only when called upon by the specific observation or point being made.  He wrote with remarkable consistency of terms and phraseology.  Paul and John both wrote with Greek words that were in use during the first century of the central and eastern Roman Empire.  Paul even quoted pagan authors on a few occasions (e.g. Titus 1:12).      

As for the authors, this does not imply that everything that each of the authors of Scripture ever wrote is to be considered inspired.  Some of the authors of Scripture made reference to documents for which we have no existing copies (Colossians 4:16).  Documents by these same authors which where not of a spiritual nature, however valid for other purposes, would not be inspired, of course, in that these would not be revealed by God for His purposes.

There are a number of passages that could be brought to bear on the link in the chain called “inspiration”, but two that are especially insightful are:

2 Timothy 3:16-17 (NASU)

All Scripture is inspired
 by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; 17 so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.

2 Peter 1:20-21 (NASU)

But know this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one's own interpretation, 21 for no prophecy was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved
 by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.

Both of the passages convey the idea that God is the one who originated the message and acted among the authors to communicate from God.

Canonization

Canonization refers to the recognition of which documents were inspired, and not the authoritative declaration of what was inspired.  There was a recognition of which documents were inspired and which were to be excluded because of the lack of evidence of inspiration.  So canonization is the second link in the four link chain, which assumes the first link of inspiration, without which canonization cannot take place.  

Old Testament Canon
By New Testament times, the canon of the Old Testament had already been well established, although the Sadducees held only to the inspiration of the first five books of the Old Testament. This explains why Jesus responded to their question out of one of the five books that they considered inspired in places like Matthew 22:23-33. Josephus, writing before the end of the first century, writing from a perspective that did not reflect the view of the minority Sadducees, who had effectively been ended by the Roman destruction of the temple prior to the time of Josephus’ writing:

From the time of Artaxerxes, moreover, until our present period, all occurrences have been written down but they are not regarded as entitled to the like credit with those which precede them, because there was no certain succession of prophets. Fact has shown what confidence we place in our own writings. For although so many ages have passed away, no one has dared to add to them, nor to take anything from, nor to make alterations. In all Jews it is implanted, even from their birth, to regard them as being the instructions of God, and to abide steadfastly by them, and if it be necessary, to die gladly for them.”

Various references in the New Testament to the books of Moses, the Law and the Prophets, and the Psalms, were spoken of as if the books were well recognized (Matthew 5:17; 7:12; Luke 24:44, etc.), there being no discussions recorded in the New Testament debating the Old Testament books among the Pharisees, nor questioning which books were meant. 
New Testament Canon

As is apparent in the New Testament books, the canonizing activities regarding the New Testament books began even while the apostles were on the scene:

· Selecting & verifying of contents (John 20:30; 21:23-24; Luke 1:1-4; 1 John 1:1-4)

· Public reading of Scripture (1 Thessalonians 5:27; 1 Timothy 4:13; Revelation 1:3)

· Circulation of Scripture (Colossians 4:16; 2 Peter 3:15-16; Revelation 1:11)

· Determination of what was in the “canon” & what was not (2 Timothy 2:15; 3:16-17; Hebrews 4:12 – “the word”)

· Quoting of New Testament Scripture (1 Timothy 5:18, Paul quoting from Luke 10:7)

See the accompanying chart for the acceptance sequence in the early church.  The matter of canonicity took final focus when Athanasius (295-373) wrote in 367 AD, listing the present 27 books of the New Testament canon.   He was also the first to use the word “canon” in reference to the New Testament.  Church councils at Hippo (393 AD) and Carthage (397 and 419 AD) each confirmed the present list of 27 New Testament books.  The books recognized as included in the New Testament canon were measured by the following four criteria:

1) Source (Apostolic Authorship): was the book written by an apostle or apostolic associate (requiring also, of course, that the book was of the Apostolic era)?
2) Universality: was the book universally received in the church? 

3) Spirituality: were the contents of a given book of such a spiritual character as to entitle it to this rank? 
4) Inspiration: did the book give evidence of being divinely inspired?

New Testament Writing Closed

There are several lines of reasoning that lead to the conclusion that the New Testament canon is now closed:

· God has completed the revealing through His Son & those he elected to serve as contemporary witnesses (Hebrews 1:2)

· Jude 3, Revelation 22:18,19, 1 Corinthians 4, Hebrews 2:1-4, Ephesians 2:20 & 3:4,5 all speak of the finality of apostolic era revelation (among other passages)
· There are no more apostles, since no others qualify biblically (Acts 1:22; 1 Corinthians 1:1; 9:1,2; 12:18; 2 Corinthians 3:1-3; 9:2; 12:12; Galatians 2:7-9; Ephesians 1:1; Colossians 1:1; Hebrews 2:4)

For further reading on the inspiration and canonicity of Scripture, you may consult: Introduction to Bibliology, by Hampton Keathley III at www.bible.org; A General Introduction to the Bible, by Geisler & Nix, 1986, pages 21-297; The Canon of Scripture, by F. F. Bruce, 1988; Major Bible Themes, by Chafer & Walvoord, 1974, pages 16-24 (except to note that verbal plenary inspiration is not a theory).
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From:               A General Introduction to the Bible, by Geisler & Nix, 1986, pg. 294, used by the kind permission of Moody Press








� For example, God wrote Exodus 24:12; 31:18; 34:1,38.  Isaiah 7:7; 10:34 & 22:15 provide examples of where over 400 times in the Old Testament we read, “thus says the Lord GOD”.


� theopneustos = theo + pneustos = God breathed, so “God-breathed by God”


� pherō = carried along, so “by the Holy Spirit carried along, speaking from God”


� Contra Apion 1.8 38–42; other English translations end the first sentence with “…the exact succession of the prophets ceased”.  See A General Introduction to the Bible, by Geisler & Nix, 1986, pages 205-206.
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