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How We Got the Bible 

Session 4:  How the Books of the New Testament Were Chosen 

 

Get This: God created the New Testament canon by inspiring the written words of Christ-
commissioned eyewitnesses and their close associates:  “And count the patience of our Lord as 
salvation, just as our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, as 
he does in all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters.  There are some things in them 
that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they 
do the other Scriptures.”—2 Peter 3:15–16 
 

Session 4 Outline:  Follow along with the video and take notes! 

1. Who created the canon of the New Testament? 

a. The canon wasn’t created by any human being. 

b. Early Christians recognized a canon that God had already created. 

2. First-century Christians received the writings of Christ commissioned apostles and their close 
associates as authoritative. 

a. Paul:  Galatians 1:1; 1 Corinthians 14:37–38 

b. Peter:  2 Peter 3:15–16 

c. Gospel writers:  Luke 1:1–2; John 21:24 

d. The Muratorian Fragment:  “The Shepherd” was rejected as authoritative because it 
was written long after the time of the apostles. 

3. Did all Christians recognize the same books? 

a. 20 books of the New Testament were always recognized; 7 books questioned. 

b. “Gospel of Peter” was rejected because it was not written by Peter. 

4. Some New Testament books were questioned, but later it became clear that they could be 
traced to Christ-commissioned eyewitnesses and their close associates. 

a. Hebrews (See Hebrews 13:23) 

b. James and Jude were half-brothers of Jesus who saw the resurrected Christ. 

c. 1 and 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John were written by eyewitnesses of Jesus. 
 

Key Terms 

Apostle  From Greek apostolos, “sent out,” “commissioned”; a witness of the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ (Acts 1:22) and recipient of his teachings 
(Ephesians 3:5), commissioned to safeguard the gospel and to apply the 
teachings of Jesus in the churches. Occasionally applied more broadly to 
individuals sent on a mission (Acts 14:4, 14). 
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Athanasius (c. 296–373) A bishop in Alexandria who championed the doctrine of the Trinity against 
the heretic Arius [the Nicene Creed was formulated in AD 325 to correct the 
false teachings of Arius]. He wrote an Easter letter in the year AD 367 which 
listed the same 27 books that appear in the New Testament today. 

Irenaeus (c. 130–c. 200) As a pastor seeking to care for his people, Irenaeus came into sharp dispute 
with certain Gnostics who denied Christ’s humanity.  Around AD 180, 
Irenaeus wrote Against Heresies in which he mentioned all four Gospels in 
order along with their origins. 

Lost Gospels The term “lost Gospels” usually refers to ancient writings that were 
excluded from the New Testament, even though they included supposed 
recollections of events and teachings from the life of Jesus. Complete 
manuscripts of a few of these lost Gospels have survived. Others survive 
only in tiny fragments of papyrus or in brief quotations found in the 
writings of early Christian scholars.  Several lost Gospels were discovered 
anew in the past 100 years.  Copies of some texts—such as Gospel of Philip, 
Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Truth, and Coptic Gospel of the Egyptians—
were unearthed in 1945 in Egypt, near a village known as Nag Hammadi.  If 
a Gospel is defined as an ancient retelling of the events or teachings from 
Jesus’ life, there are fewer than 30 known Gospels.  Unlike the New 
Testament Gospels, many lost Gospels record only isolated teachings or 
fragmentary incidents from the life of Jesus. 

Muratorian Fragment First known listing of Christian writings that were received as authoritative 
and publicly read in the churches; so called because it’s recorded on a 
fragment discovered by a man named Ludovico Muratori around 1740.  No 
one knows who recorded this list; the list seems to have been written in the 
vicinity of Rome in the second half of the second century and may have 
originated in a gathering of church leaders.  The “How the Books of the 
New Testament Were Chosen” list includes all the books that appear in the 
New Testament today except Hebrews, James, 1 and 2 Peter, and 2 and 3 
John. 

 

Power Point:  Books of the NT 
 

Group Discussion:   

1. Is it important to say that early Christians recognized the canon of Scripture instead of created 
it?   Y   N   What beliefs about God and his Word are we communicating by saying 
“recognized” instead of “created”? ________________________________________________ 

2. Many writings that early Christians considered helpful and beneficial are not a part of the 
canon.  What does that suggest about the New Testament books that are in the Bible? ______ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Except for a few texts on the fringes of the canon, Christians throughout the world recognized 
the books of the New Testament as Scripture from the time they were written.   

a. How should that affect our attitude toward the Bible?  __________________________ 

b. How should that impact our lives? __________________________________________ 
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Hear God’s Word:  2 Peter 1:1–2; 3:14–18 

Study Notes 

1. Peter was one of the twelve original apostles and was an eyewitness to everything Scripture 
tells us about Jesus’ ministry, death, resurrection, and ascension.  Not only was he an apostle, 
but he was also one of Christ’s closest friends and a leader of the early church after Jesus 
returned to the Father. 

2. “Faith” (2 Peter 1:1) can refer to trust in and commitment to Jesus Christ, or to a body of 
authoritative teaching, or else, to the Christian faith as a religious movement.  In light of this 
translation issue, we could translate “To those who have obtained a faith” as “To you who 
have received the true doctrine about Jesus Christ,” or “To you who God has caused to trust in 
Jesus Christ” (Arichea and Hatton, A Handbook on the Letter, 66). 

3. “Our beloved brother” (3:15):  Paul was Peter’s “beloved brother,” that is, a coworker in the 
gospel and fellow believer.  Paul is also “our” brother, suggesting that Paul was a fellow 
worker and fellow apostle with Peter.  Paul himself often emphasized that his apostolic calling 
was given by God (Romans 12:3; 15:15; 1 Corinthians 3:10; Galatians 2:9; Ephesians 3:2, 7; 
Colossians 1:25); Peter clearly agreed. 

4. “According to the wisdom given him” (3:15):  God was the source of Paul’s wisdom. 

5. “Ignorant” (3:16) translates a word used nowhere else in the New Testament.  It means not 
simply ignorant but “unlearned,” “uneducated,” “uninstructed,” and is used primarily of 
people who have not received sufficient instruction in the interpretation of Scripture and are 
therefore prone to error.  “Unstable” on the other hand describes those who are not firmly 
rooted in the teachings of the Christian faith and are therefore easily misled.  The same word 
is used in 2:14, where it is translated as “unsteady.” 

Study Questions 

1. What reasons did Peter give his readers to pay attention to this writing? _________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What do these words from Peter imply about Paul?  __________________________________ 

3. How does Peter describe the error of false teachers?  _________________________________ 

4. How does Peter encourage his readers to combat these teachings?  _____________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Prayer for the Road:  “Father in heaven, by your grace, help us to grow in our understanding of your 
Word.  In this journey, protect us from error in our own thoughts and the false teaching of others. 
Amen.” 
 

Review and Prepare:  Optional things to work on during the week: 

Day One: 

 In How We Got the Bible handbook, read “Chapter 5:  Who Created the New Testament 
Canon?” 

 Meditate on 2 Peter 3:14–18.  How has this study helped you to see the importance of Peter’s 
recognition of the writings of Paul as Scripture? _____________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Day Two:  Read each of the Bible passages listed in this table.  Carefully consider how each New 
Testament book is connected to an eyewitness or a close associate of an eyewitness of the risen Lord 
Jesus. 
 

Book Author 
 

Matthew 
Matthew, apostle and eyewitness of the risen Lord (Matthew 9:9; 10:3; 
Acts 1:13) 

 
Mark 
 

Mark, traveling companion and translator for Simon Peter (1 Peter 1:13); 
“Mark, in his capacity as Peter’s interpreter, wrote down accurately as 
much as he remembered.” (Papias of Hierapolis, 2nd century) 

 
Luke and Acts 
 

Luke, traveling companion with Paul (Colossians 4:14; 2 Timothy 4:11); 
“Luke—the attendant of Paul—recorded in a book the Gospel that Paul 
declared.” (Irenaeus of Lyon, 2nd century) 

John John, apostle and eyewitness of the risen Lord (Mat. 4:21; 10:2; Acts 1:13) 

Romans, 1 and 
2 Corinthians, Galatians, 
Ephesians, Philippians, 
Colossians, 1 and 
2 Thessalonians, 
1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, 
Philemon 

Paul, apostle and later eyewitness of the risen Lord (1 Corinthians 9:1; 
15:8–10). Some scholars deny that Paul authored some of these texts 
because of changes in the writing style; however, since Paul wrote these 
letters over a period of two decades and composed them with a 
secretary, a change in style does not necessarily indicate a change in 
authorship. 

 
Hebrews 
 

Received by early Christians as a proclamation from Paul or as a reliable 
reflection of Paul’s theology written by someone else, based on the 
mention of Timothy (Hebrews 13:23). “Who wrote it, in truth, God only 
knows.” (Origen of Alexandria, 3rd century) 

 
James 
 

James the Just, relative of Jesus and eyewitness of the risen Lord, 
recognized later as an apostle (Matthew 13:55; 1 Corinthians 15:7; 
Galatians 1:19; 2:9). 

 
 
1 and 2 Peter 
 

Peter, apostle and eyewitness of the risen Lord (Matthew 4:18; 10:2; Acts 
1:13).  Second Peter is so different from 1 Peter that many scholars deny 
that Simon Peter wrote 2 Peter.  It is more likely that the shift between 
the two letters is due to different circumstances and different secretaries 
being involved in the composition of each letter. 

 

1 John 
John, apostle and eyewitness of the risen Lord (Mat. 4:21; 10:2; Acts 
1:13). 

 
2 and 3 John 
 

John, apostle and eyewitness of the risen Lord (Matthew 4:21; 10:2; Acts 
1:13); these epistles may have been written by another eyewitness 
named John, known as “John the elder,” mentioned by Papias of 
Hierapolis (2nd century). 

Jude Jude, relative of Jesus and eyewitness of the risen Lord (Matthew 13:55). 

 
 
Revelation 
 

John, apostle and eyewitness of the risen Lord (Matthew 4:21; 10:2; Acts 
1:13); it is possible, though unlikely, that Revelation was written by 
another eyewitness named John, known as “John the elder,” mentioned 
by Papias of Hierapolis (2nd century). 
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Day Three:  Suppose that a friend said to you, “I learned in a documentary that the person who chose 
the books in the Bible was Emperor Constantine.  And he made his choices 300 years after the time of 
Jesus!  How can you believe the Bible is true if the books weren’t even chosen until the fourth 
century?” What would you say? ________________________________________________________ 

The canon of the New Testament took shape in three phases: 

1. The creation of the canon:  As soon as a God-inspired eyewitness or associate of an 
eyewitness wrote words breathed out by God in the first century AD, this text was canon, 
whether or not everyone recognized it yet. 

2. The functional canon:  Texts were received as canon and functioned as canon in the churches. 
Occasionally, Christians in certain locations may have received a text as canon that wasn’t 
really canonical at all—but the core books of the New Testament (the Gospels, Acts, Paul’s 
letters, at least one letter from John) seem to have been received immediately and 
universally; there is no hint of any time when any of these texts was ever questioned. 

3. The exclusive canon:  When Athanasius of Alexandria sent out his Easter letter in AD 367, he 
was recognizing a consensus that had already emerged when he wrote these words.  Only 27 
books could be traced back to apostolic eyewitnesses and their close associates; therefore, 
only these 27 books were recognized as New Testament canon (Michael Kruger, The Question 
of Canon [Downers Grove: IVP, 2013]). 

Day Four:  Describe in your own words how Christians recognized the books in the New Testament as 
authoritative canon: __________________________________________________________________ 

Day Five:  Read John 5:3–4 and 1 John 5:7–8 in several translations of the Bible.  Pay careful attention 
to any footnotes.  

1. Do any of those translations have footnotes that explain differences in the Greek manuscripts 
of the New Testament?   Y   N 

2. How do those different translations describe the differences in the Greek manuscripts?   Y   N 

 

Remaining Sessions and Dates: 

 SESSION 5  – Tuesday, October 20 at 7 PM How the New Testament Was Copied 

 SESSION 6  – Tuesday, October 27 at 7 PM How We Got the Bible in English 


