

















READ THIS FIRST!

I he Christian faith rises or falls on the historical credibility of

the Bible, particularly the New Testament writings. Are they
historically plausible? Are they authoritative? How did the early Christians
identify which books were inspired by God and which were not? How do
we know they were right?

In our post-modern world, the very foundation for having this discussion
has taken a beating. How can we know anything is true? Who defines what
it means when we say something is true? Or <
for that matter, does it even matter what is L.
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Every religion has its sacred documents,
so what is so special about the Bible? Post-

: credibility of
modern thinkers would tell us today that .
.. the Bible.
all religions can be true, as long as we
©Oe

understand that truth is a sociologically
conditioned concept. The idea is that one sacred document is true for one
person, while another sacred document is true for another (“true” in the
sense that those documents provide comfort and meaning to their respective
adherents). They are not necessarily true in the sense of historically accurate,
we are told. But they are a different kind of true—a religious, spiritual kind
of true. So for many people today the question of this book in your hands
is really a moot issue. Why, then, this book?
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We believe a document or a writing needs to be taken on its own terms
and examined for what it really teaches and reflects about the world. In the
case of the Bible, the New Testament has been held to the highest standard
for most of its history. It has been viewed as historically true in the sense
that it purports to be written by eyewitnesses of Jesus Christ and their
immediate associates. Furthermore, the writings that compose the New
Testament, when taken on their own terms and not passed through the
post-modern interpretive lens, base the teaching they contain on historically
factual events, most centrally the resurrection of Jesus Christ. We are told
by many present-day scholars that this was a religious construct devised
over a period of years to frame the decided impact that the humble carpenter
of Nazareth had on the world. The myth, we are told, grew to the point of
religious dogma. If this is true (that this is an accurate historical description
of what happened), then Christianity is built on a religious fable.

The documents themselves don’t allow that interpretation, for in the
first letter to the Corinthians, the text says:

“But if there is no resurrection of the dead, not even Christ has
been raised; and if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is
vain, your faith also is vain. Moreover we are even found to be false
witnesses of God, because we testified against God that He raised
Christ, whom He did not raise, if in fact the dead are not raised.
For if the dead are not raised, not even Christ has been raised; and
if Christ has not been raised, your <
faith is worthless; you are still in
your sins. Then those also who have
fallen asleep in Christ have perished. .
If we have hoped in Christ in this is based on the
life only, we are of all men most to ~ Statements of Jesus
be pitied.” (I Cor. 15:13-19) as recorded in the
New Testament

gospel accounts.

-
The exclusivity of
biblical Christianity

Clearly, based on the text’s own criterion,
itreally does matter whether the text itself (in
this case, the record of Christ’s resurrection) o
represents historically true information, post-modernism notwithstanding.
Further, the documents include other statements attributed to Jesus that
are offensive to the religious pluralism of our western world. For example,
according to the writer of the gospel of John, Jesus said, “I am the way, and
the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me” (John
14:6). The record of Jesus’ sayings does not allow for the common idea that
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all religions lead to the same destination, that all teach essentially the same
truths. The exclusivity of biblical Christianity is based on the statements
of Jesus as recorded in the New Testament gospel accounts.

If, on the other hand, one asserts that Jesus was wrong in making such
a statement, then the person making the assertion is guilty of making an
absolute moral judgment on the founder of Christianity, demonstrating an
intolerance that is anathema in our post-modern mindset.

The only alternative is to challenge the historical record and conclude
that the New Testament is not an accurate record of what Jesus said.
Scorn would not be too strong a term to describe the attitude of those who
maintain this third view toward those who hold to the historical credibility
and authority of the New Testament documents.

We can see from the above quoted texts that the study of the historical
veracity and authenticity of the New Testament text is essential. For if it
can be demonstrated that the documents are reliable in their record of the
life and teachings of Jesus Christ, then no one can dismiss the Jesus of the
Bible in order to embrace a “Jesus” more suitable to a post-modern faith.

Much has been written and debated concerning these questions,
but most of the scholarship is hidden away in theological tomes and in a
technical language far removed from the average person’s comprehension.
Much one-sided thinking is heralded in the media, with the impression that
there is general agreement among thinking people and scholars that the New
Testament is not really what it purports to be or what your parents believed
about it. After all, they say, we live in an enlightened, post-modern age.

This book reduces the vast amount of information on this topic into
an accessible and readable form for the non-scholar. The goal is to show
the credibility and reliability of the New Testament documents. I envision
three kinds of readers:

1) The average, intelligent individual who is not a Christian but who
is seeking truth and a foundation for his or her life.

2) The average, intelligent Christian who wants to better equip him
or herself for defending the New Testament Scriptures.

3) Seekers of spiritual truth who are enrolled or planning to enroll
in college or university. They will particularly benefit from this
study.
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I am indebted to the many scholars and writers whose works have
honored God and His communication to us, those who have labored behind
closed doors studying the ancient documents and the history surrounding
the early church. This indebtedness goes far beyond what I can adequately
express here.

As with all things laid down in print, many people have provided
invaluable support in helping this book make its way from ideas to reality.
My thanks go to Dr. Bill McRae, President Emeritus, Tyndale College and
Seminary in Toronto, for reviewing the manuscript and providing much
encouragement. Dr. Dan Wallace, Professor of New Testament Studies,
Dallas Theological Seminary, provided critical feedback and suggestions
in the early stages of the manuscript that helped direct me to relevant
resources—and that despite his busy schedule. Tony Barone has provided a
great sounding board for all things theological and otherwise! One who first
discipled me and inspired in me a commitment to the Word of God is Bob
Lehman. His love for the Word proved to be contagious, and it is that love
which prompted me to write this book. Ruth Rodger provide much needed
editing on the earlier manuscripts—what a servant she has been! Also
Mark Wainwright and the staff at ECS Ministries have been instrumental
in the development of this book. Their editorial and publishing expertise
has made this book a reality. Any errors, inaccuracies and shortcomings are
the responsibility of the author, and I take full responsibility for them.

Most especially I thank my wife, Mary, who believed in me, patiently
listened to my ramblings and ideas, reviewed the draft in its many stages, and
most of all has encouraged me at every step of this writing experience.

To God be the glory!
Chuck Gianotti



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION'
TO THE ISSUE

In the western world the Bible has held a unique status, being revered
highly by most as an unparalleled and powerful book. Faithful
Christians have embraced it as God’s unique communication to humans, and
as such, authoritative for life. However, things have changed and continue to
change. Modern assaults on the Bible are increasing. This can be attributed
to a variety of reasons, of which the following are samples.

THE GROWTH OF RELIGIOUS PLURALISM

There is a growing awareness in our western world of other “sacred”
texts which non-Christian religions view as authoritative, for example, the
Book of Mormon (Church of the Latter Day Saints), the Quran (Islam),
and the Bhagavad-Gita (Hinduism). As a result, the Bible is seen simply
as one of many inspirational texts in the pantheon of world religions in the
global village.

ATTACKS ON CHRISTIANITY

Post-modern rejection of rationalism. Truth, in our post-modern
world, is no longer moored to objective reality. The notion that the Bible can
be seen in its historical framework as addressing truth and corresponding

¥ For those who would like more detail and supporting resources, see the end of the
book for extensive endnotes.
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to reality is dismissed. Following this mindset, what matters is not what a
person believes, but whether or not a person believes. The object of faith is
irrelevant; the efficacy of faith itself is what is paramount. This is tantamount
to believing that a placebo can be just as effective as a genuine cure.

Anti-conservative bias. Criticism is directed against those who hold a
conservative view of the Bible, because such a view is confused with those
held by religious extremists (for example, militant “Christian” sects and
Muslim extremists). This constitutes guilt by association, and unfortunately
the perception is widespread.

The proliferation of conspiracy theories. Various conspiracy theories
claim that the present collection of NTT writings is the result of political
motivations and gender issues culminating in the 4™ century at the Council
of Nicaea. One example, the popular novel The da Vinci Code occupied a
position on the New York Times best seller list for several years.

The assertions of modern liberal scholarship. Walter Bauer, writing
in 1971, “saw the early church as marked by widespread pluralism that
was eventually suppressed by the rise of Catholic orthodoxy. Since the
present Canon reflects the ascendancy of the orthodox party, the question
must be raised as to the legitimacy of the Canon as a norm for original
Christianity.”!

Dr. Harry Gamble, representing many scholars who have built upon
Bauer’s work, asserts: “The historical study of the NT has steadily
undermined the traditional legitimations of the canon (e.g., that these
writings were composed by the apostles, or that they are distinguished by
their inspiration).”? William R. Famer refers to a proposal that certain books
now included in the New Testament Canon be excluded (i.e. Revelation)
and others be included (i.e. Gospel of Thomas).* The well-known “Jesus
Seminar” project, composed of a select group of scholars, flatly rejects
many portions of the canonical gospel record as fabrications added later
by the church.*

Institutional/denominational drift. Denominations which were once
conservative in holding to a high view of the Bible are now moving to and
promoting a more liberal view. In some cases this is preceded by adopting
non-orthodox theologies which cannot be sustained by a conservative

¥ For brevity’s sake, the New Testament and Old Testament will be referred to as “NT”
and “OT” respectively.
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reading of Scripture. Thus, there is an increase in what some call justified
theological “developments.” In effect, new theologies are forcing a weak
view of the Bible. Some of Paul’s writings, for example, are suspect because
of his perceived “anti-women bias” and are therefore considered to be either
uninspired or unauthentic.

The rise of revisionist historical research. New theories of how to
conduct historical research and how to understand what has happened
in the past have raised questions about our

© ~ ) ;
The Roman prewously held assumptions of what really
) did take place two thousand years ago, that
Catholic/Protestant

is, during the time the Bible was written and

debate continues shortly thereafter.

over the nature of
the canonization
process.

The Roman Catholic/Protestant Debate.
The Roman Catholic/Protestant debate con-
tinues over the nature of the canonization
process, including divergent perspectives on
the status of the so-called Apocrypha or “deuterocanonical books.” One
author summarizes the situation well:

e

“Protestant scholars have typically asserted that canonical literature
has intrinsic and self-authenticating authority which impresses
itself on the conscientious reader, whereas Catholic scholars have
typically maintained that the canon derives its authority from
official recognition by the church.””

Put in the form of a series of questions, conservative New Testament
scholars Carson and Moo ask:

“What is the relation between canon and authority? Which comes
first, a book’s canonical status or its functional authority? What is
the relationship between the authority of the text and the authority
of the ecclesiastical body that recognizes (some would say ‘confer’)
its canonical status?”°

David Dunbar asks the cogent questions:

“Is it [i.e. the NT canon of Scripture] merely an offspring of the
church’s later history, thereby testifying only to the wisdom (or
foolishness!) of the early Christians in selecting and authorizing
particular writings from its past? Alternatively, is the closed
canon—even though not explicitly delineated in the apostolic
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period or in the New Testament—yet properly seen as the logical
and organic development of certain principles resident in the New
Testament documents and in redemptive-historical events that
brought the church into existence?”’

DEBATES ABOUT THE N'T TODAY ARE NOT NEW

Early church period (1° to 4™ century). Other books (than those in the
accepted NT Canon) circulated among the early Christian communities.
They enjoyed various levels of acceptance in different swaths of those
communities. Many spurious texts began to circulate that falsely claimed
apostolic authority. Pseudo-Christian movements such as Gnosticism
surfaced, challenging orthodox Christianity with texts of their own.

The Reformation period (early 16" century, though its roots go back
farther). The Roman Catholic monk Martin Luther and others within that
Church renewed the struggle over a certain set of writings which had found
varying degrees of support or rejection through the church’s first 1,500
years. These writings are called by Protestants “the apocryphal books.,”
but Roman Catholics refer to them as “the deuterocanonical books.” The
divide on this issue continues into the present.

The rise of “higher criticism” (beginning in the 19" century).
Technically speaking, higher criticism deals with the historical, “objective”
research into the origins of the Bible, its authors, and how it came to be
what we have in our hands today. This is to be distinguished from lower
criticism (or textual criticism), which studies how a given text may have
changed through the years of copying down to the present day.

Various forms of higher criticism have evolved, including:

1) Form criticism, which attempts to discern the underlying oral
sources that led to the composition of the NT writings.

2) Source criticism, which focuses on how those sources were used.

3) Redaction criticism, which analyzes the literary and theological
purposes the author used to structure his accounts.

Most often these are applied to the study of the Gospels, but some aspects
of these are applied to the study of the Epistles as well.
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Higher criticism, while being a legitimate method for studying historic
literature, can also be used to draw conflicting conclusions from the same
set of historical facts. Originating in Germany, higher criticism has been
used by many to assert that most of the NT was of later origin than the
I* century, and that the biblical writings reflected the beliefs of the faith
community and its legends and myths which developed among the earlier
Christians and were embellished in succeeding generations. Although
conservative scholars reach different conclusions from the same historical
facts, higher criticism as a study has been maligned because it has been
used by some to undermine confidence in the NT.

THE NEED EXISTS FOR A SOLID FOUNDATION FOR THE
CHRISTIAN FAITH

Where there is lack of confidence in the Bible being the inspired Word
of God, Christian faith no longer has an objective foundation and Christians
have no assurance that what they believe is really true. The ramifications for
Christianity are, therefore, enormous. Indeed, if there can be demonstrated
an Achilles heel in this whole matter, it would < ~
be the subject of canonization. If the NT If the NT text is
text is not what it purports to be, then the
Christian faith is no better than any other
religious system, having no certain basis for
a revelation from God.

not what it purports
to be, than the

Christian faith is no

better than any other

religious system.
THE “CANON" EXPLAINED -

The NT did not suddenly appear at some specific date in the 1% century
as a composite of twenty-seven books and with God’s immediately evident
imprimatur. The crux of the whole issue, then, is: How we can be sure that
the twenty-seven books which comprise the NT are really those writings
and only those writings which God intended as His specific written
communication to us?

The word canon comes from the Greek word for a “measuring reed,”
and therefore came to signify “rule” or “standard.”® Carson and Moo
summarize the use of this term:

“In ecclesiastical usage during the first three centuries, it referred
to the normative doctrinal and ethical content of Christian faith. By
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the fourth century it came to refer to the list of books that constitute
the Old and New Testaments. It is this latter sense that predominates
today: the ‘canon’ has come to refer to the closed collection of
documents that constitute authoritative Scripture.”’

This book is an investigation into how the various separate writings
came to be collected into an authoritative whole which we call the Canon.
The challenge comes when it is realized that many other books and
letters were excluded from the Canon. Is it possible that God intended
some books to be included but which were mistakenly left out? And vice
versa—were some books included that should have been omitted? Martin
Luther was suspicious of the book of James, for example. And a book called
The Shepherd of Hermas was treated by many of the early Christians as
authoritative, but was eventually left out of the Canon—why?

The investigation into the Canon of Scripture is part of the overall
study called Bibliology. This larger discipline deals with understanding
how God’s thoughts have been communicated to our minds (and ultimately
to our hearts) through His Word, the Bible.

BIBLIOLOGY

Revelation God’s mind —>» original writers’ minds

Inspiration Writers’ minds —3 original texts

Canonization Original texts —3 post-apostolic acceptance

Transmission Accepted texts —3» manuscript copies (MSS)

Translation MSS copies —>» contemporary lang. texts
\Illumination Contemp. texts —3 our minds / hearts )

We cannot ultimately prove the Bible is from God, if by proof we mean
scientific verification. Historical research is more of a study of credibility.
To be sure, there is “subjective” proof in the effects the NT has in the lives
of those who believe its contents. However, in the study of the Canon,
we are attempting to look at the credibility of the NT documents from
an historical perspective. We believe the historical evidence supporting
the NT documents in terms of their authenticity and authority is far more
conclusive than the arguments against them.
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AN OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY

This study will answer the following questions:

» What was the process for determining how the NT came into
being?

» What did those who were closest to the original authors of the
NT books say about their writings? NT scholar Bruce Metzger
emphasizes:

“What the apostles wrote, and what they authorized, can be
known in no other way, than by the testimonies of those who
lived at the same time with them, and the tradition of those
who succeeded them.”!?

» How did the earliest post-apostolic Christians determine which
documents were authoritative? How sure can we be sure that their
conclusions are right?

» Are the NT documents reliable in what they purport to be, namely
the authoritative, written Word of God?

A matter of authenticity and authority

There have been three main views of the process of canonization,
each of which sees the matter of authority differently. One view asserts
that canonization was the process in which the early believers identified
the books that already had divine authority. That is, God handed down
authoritative books or pieces of literature and left it up to Christians to
distinguish between those books and all the other writings in circulation
in the early years of the church. This view has it that the church did not
confer authority on the books, but simply identified what God endorsed
as authoritative. Therefore the church does not have authority either over
or alongside the Canon of the NT; rather, the NT has authority over the
church.

A second view holds that the church had the authority to confer
canonical (or authoritative) status on the NT documents. A writing was
included or excluded based on the authority of the church in making it so.
This view is held by the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox churches
(variously identified with regions or countries, Eastern Orthodox, Greek
Orthodox, Russian Orthodox, etc.). In this view the church, as seen in its
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historic tradition, is one of two sources of authority (Scripture being the
other)."

A third view common today is a humanistic approach—that the church
assigned authoritative status to certain books because of their demonstrated
usefulness to the church. “Religious authority was not simply intrinsic
to the documents themselves.”?> The collection was the result of human
composition, nothing more and nothing less. Whatever the church does,
in fact, defines the church and its writings. This view is distinguished
from the previous one in that here the process is understood more in a
human / sociological / communalogical sense, stripped of any actual divine
authority.

We believe that the most cogent view and that which is best supported by
the evidence is the first view. God, as its divine Author, conferred authority
by the very nature of His revelatory activity.



