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Bible Basics Session 3 How Did We Get This? Part 2: Canonization 
Supplementary Materials 
 
In today’s session, we talked about how the canon of Scripture includes all of the books that God inspired—no 
more, and no fewer. But what about the other books that the NT mentions? What about Paul’s first letter to the 
Corinthians? What about the other accounts of Jesus’ life and ministry?  
 
And what about the extra books that are in other Bible translations like the New Revised Standard Version, used 
by the Roman Catholic Church? 
 
We don’t know exactly what the early church saw in the inspired books that set them apart from others. We 
know that they recognized the authority of God in them, but that’s about it. When you think about it, though, 
there are three criteria that all of the canonical books share. Looking at those three criteria will help us talk 
about why the other books aren’t there. 
 
Apostolic Authority 
The first common thread is that the documents contain apostolic authority. They originate in the time of the 
apostles, they carry the apostolic message, and they come directly from an apostle or from someone who could 
relate the apostles’ teaching. 
 
Matthew, John, and Peter were in the group of apostles who were with Jesus during his earthly ministry. Paul 
was an apostle to whom Jesus appeared on the road to Damascus. Mark wasn’t an apostle, but his authority 
came from being Peter’s confidante. Luke wasn’t an apostle, but his authority came from being Paul’s travelling 
companion and confidante. James and Jude weren’t apostles, but they worked with the apostles very closely in 
the first decades of the church as it was forming, and their authority to speak as apostles came from that. 
 
Orthodoxy 
The second common thread is that the documents espouse orthodox theology, which is to say that they don’t 
contradict God’s existing self-revelation.  
 
At this point, a skeptic will say, “But that proves that they only picked the books that agreed with their 
viewpoint—this is a conspiracy.” That’s a nice theory, but it’s completely illogical and we don’t apply it anywhere 
else in our lives. 
 
For example, if someone came up to me and said, “Hey, I was talking to Steph and she said that she hates 
IKEA,” I’d be deeply suspicious of that claim. I know my wife. She wouldn’t just decide one day that IKEA was a 
terrible place. It just doesn’t fit with the orthodoxy of Stephanie and I’d reject it. 
 
Logically, if God had been saying one thing for millennia, and then a book popped up claiming to be God’s 
Word and saying something completely different, we give God’s pre-existing revelation the benefit of the doubt. 
 
Universality 
The third common thread is that the documents have universality, which is to say that the message contained in 
them applies more broadly than the context into which and the audience for which they were written.  
 
Yes, 1 and 2 Corinthians were written to the church in Corinth at a specific point in history to address specific 
issues they were experiencing, but Paul’s instruction to them, being the inspired Word of God, has application to 
our time and culture as well. 
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Addressing the Questions 
Now that we have the commonalities in place, let’s think about the other writings that aren’t in the canon. In 
each case, the document in question is missing one or more of the common threads we talked about above. 
 
The Other Corinthian Letter 
It could very well be the case that Paul wrote a letter to the church in Corinth prior to the letter that our Bibles 
know as 1 Corinthians (was it 0 Corinthians?). Paul also may have written letters to other churches that aren’t 
in the NT as well. In other words, we don’t know that the NT includes every letter Paul wrote, but we do know 
that it contains all of the inspired letters that Paul wrote. 
 
In any event, why isn’t 0 Corinthians (I think that’s going to catch on) in our Bibles? It was apostolic, and no 
doubt it was orthodox, but it likely wasn’t universal. Evidence suggests that it was a very strong letter (Paul is 
apparently a good Canadian who can write a strongly-worded letter) dealing with the sexual sin in Corinth, and 
the content might have been too specific or maybe even too graphic to be universally applicable. 
 
The Other Gospels 
Luke mentions other gospel writers, and he was likely referring to Mark’s gospel at least (if not Matthew’s), but 
“many” usually doesn’t mean 2.  
 
Given the impact of Jesus’ ministry and the desire to learn more about him, there were a number of narratives 
making the rounds in the early first century. Some were likely orthodox, and the teachings of Jesus are 
universally applicable. However, they lacked the apostolic authority that the four canonical gospels carried. 
 
Of course, there are other so-called “gospels,” like the Gospel of Thomas, that end up hitting zero of the boxes: 
lacking apostolic authority (it was written well after Jesus’ death and the author used an apostle’s name to gain 
credibility, but the author was certainly not the apostle Thomas), lacking orthodoxy (it contains some of the 
stories from the canonical gospels, but adds many other sayings that are counter to God’s previous revelation), 
and lacking universality (“Jesus” talks about revealing secrets to those who are able to attain to secret 
knowledge). 
 
The Apocrypha 
The final question has to do with the extra books that you’ll find in some versions of the Bible, like the New 
Revised Standard Version that the Roman Catholic Church uses. Those books are referred to as the Apocrypha, 
which means “hidden” or “secret.” While these books are in the NRSV, they aren’t recognized as being on the 
same level as the canonical books. They fall into the category of being useful, but not inspired. 
 
Protestant Bibles don’t include the books of the Apocrypha in order to keep things clear. If the books aren’t 
inspired, they’re not included, no matter how valuable they may be. 
 
There are, in fact, many books and writings that are useful and spiritually edifying but not inspired. Authors 
continue to write meaningful books even to this day. You’ve probably read a book that leaves you feeling 
energized and spiritually enlivened. But as good as those books are, they aren’t the inspired Word of God. 
 
For Further Study 
There’s a lot more to canonization than we’ve been able to cover in our session and in this supplement. In my 
research, I’ve relied on two books primarily: Introducing Christian Doctrine, by Millard Erickson, and A General 
Introduction to the Bible, by Norman Geisler and William Nix.  
 
There are other books that discuss the topic—in fact, almost every systematic theology walks through the 
process—so take a look around and do some digging. If you need help deciding if a source is reliable, talk to 
Pastor Mark.  


