
Tests Used to Determine Canonicity

If the Scriptures are indeed inspired by God then a significant question arises: 
Which books are inspired?

The word canon is used to describe the inspired books.
 The word comes from the Greek Kanon and probably also from the Hebrew 
qaneh, signifying a “measuring rod.”

The terms canon and canonical thus came to signify standards by which books were 
measured to determine whether or not they were inspired.

It is important to note that religious councils at no time had any power to cause 
books to be inspired, rather they simply recognized that which God had inspired at 
the exact moment the books were written.

The formation of the New Testament canon was a process rather than an event.
 Evidence of a collection of Paul’s letters is found as early as 2 Peter 3:16, and 

Paul instructed the churches in Colossae and Laodicea to exchange his letters to 
them for public reading.

o This indicates that some letters were intended be circulated among the 
churches from the day they were received.

 The seven churches of Asia were clearly all expected to receive a copy of the 
Revelation of John for reading in their assemblies.

 Thus the process of collecting and preserving documents would have been 
underway from the very beginning.

Very early, the New Testament books were being recognized.
 Paul, for example, recognized Luke’s writing on a par with the Old Testament (1 

Tim. 5:18 quotes Deut. 25:4 and Luke 10:7 and refers to both texts as “the 
Scripture says”).

 Peter also recognized Paul’s writings as Scripture (2 Peter 3:15-16).
 Letters were being read in the churches and even circulated among the church 

(Col.4:16; 1 Thess. 5:27).

There were several factors that caused the recognition of a New Testament canon.
 Spurious writings as well as attacks on genuine writings were a factor.

o Marcion, for example, rejected the Old Test. And New Test. Writings apart 
from the Pauline letters (he altered Luke’s gospel to suit his doctrine.
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 The content of the New Testament writings testified to their authenticity and they 
naturally were collected, being recognized as canonical.

 Apostolic writings were used in public worship; hence, it was necessary to 
determine which of those writings were canonical.

 Ultimately, the edict by Emperor Diocletian in A.D. 303, demanding that all 
sacred books be burned, resulted in the New Testament collection.

 When Athanasius wrote in A.D. 367 he cited the twenty-seven books of the New 
Testament as being the only true books.

 In A.D. 363 the Council of Laodicea stated that only the Old Testament and the 
twenty-seven books of the New Testament were to be read in the churches.

 The Council of Hippo (A.D. 393) recognized the twenty-seven books,
 And the Council of Carthage (A.D. 397) affirmed that only those canonical 

books ere to be read in the churches.

How did the church recognize which books were canonical?
There were certain tests applied to answer that question.

Apostolicity
Was the book written by an Apostle, or one who was closely associated with the 
Apostles?

Spiritual Content
Was the book being read in the churches and did its contents prove a means of spiritual 
edification?

Doctrinal Soundness 
Were the contents of the book doctrinally sound?
Any book containing heresy, or that which was contrary to the already accepted canonical 
books was rejected.

Usage (Acceptance)
Was the book universally recognized in the churches, and was it widely quoted by the 
Church Fathers?

Divine Inspiration
Did it give true evidence of Divine inspiration?
This was the final test; everything finally had to give way to it.

The historic Christian belief is that the Holy Spirit who inspired the writing of the 
books also controlled their selection.


