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Preface 

T H I S book is designed as an introduction to a topic of theology 
which, despite its importance and intrinsic interest, receives 
comparatively little attention. In fact, few works in English 
consider both the historical development of the New Testa­
ment canon and the persistent problems that pertain to its 
significance. 

The word 'canon' is Greek; its use in connection with the 
Bible belongs to Christian times; the idea of a canon of 
Scripture originates in Judaism. Each of these statements will 
be considered in the following pages, the early patristic period 
receiving the greatest amount of attention. 

The development of the canon was inextricably bound up 
with the history of the ancient Church, both in its literary and 
institutional aspects. For this reason it seemed necessary to 
provide, particularly for readers who may have only a limited 
acquaintance with the Church Fathers, something more than 
mere lists of the names of those who in the early centuries made 
use of the several documents that eventually came to be 
regarded as canonical Scripture. Such biographical informa­
tion gains in precision when placed in the chronological and 
geographical framework within which the development took 
place. Although, as E. R. Dodds once observed, 'There are no 
periods in history, only in historians', one can detect stages in 
the clarity with which, in various regions of the early Church, a 
distinction came to be made between canonical and 
apocryphal literature. 

I wish to thank a number of persons and institutions that 
have been involved, in one way or another, with the develop­
ment of the contents of this book. Over the years a succession of 
students at Princeton Theological Seminary participated in my 
doctoral seminar on the canon, where we read and discussed 
the chief Greek and Latin texts that bear on the history of the 
New Testament canon. I am grateful to those universities and 
seminaries in North America, Great Britain, Australia, and 
South Africa that invited me to present lectures involving 
material now contained in the following pages. Robert W. 
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Bernard and Loren T . Stuckenbruck produced typescript copy 
from my handwritten draft; the former also drew up the index. 
For reading the completed manuscript and making helpful 
comments, I am indebted to my colleague Professor Raymond 
E. Brown of Union Theological Seminary. Once again I must 
express appreciation to the Delegates of the Oxford University 
Press for their acceptance of this volume that completes a 
trilogy dealing with the text, the early versions, and the canon 
of the New Testament. M y deepest gratitude, however, ex­
tends to my wife, Isobel, whose supportive role over the years 
cannot be fully expressed in words. 

B R U C E M . M E T Z G E R 

Princeton, New Jersey 
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Introduction 

T H E recognition of the canonical status of the several books of 
the New Testament was the result of a long and gradual 
process, in the course of which certain writings, regarded as 
authoritative, were separated from a much larger body of early 
Christian literature. Although this was one of the most import­
ant developments in the thought and practice of the early 
Church, history is virtually silent as to how, when, and by 
whom it was brought about. Nothing is more amazing in the 
annals of the Christian Church than the absence of detailed 
accounts of so significant a process. 

In view of the lack of specific information, it is not surprising 
that many questions and problems confront the investigation of 
the canonization of the New Testament. Some problems are 
specifically historical, such as those than concern the sequence 
in which the several parts of the New Testament attained 
canonical status; the criteria for determining the canonicity of 
a given book; and the significance of the part played by 
Marcion and other heretics in stimulating the process of 
canonization. Other problems bear on textual matters, such as 
the question of whether the so-called Western type of New 
Testament text was created in order to be the vehicle of the 
emerging canonical text; and which forms of text, amid a 
multitude of textual variations among the manuscripts, should 
be regarded today as the canonical text. Still other problems 
involve theological considerations, some of which have far-
ranging implications. Central among such problems are ques­
tions whether, on the one hand, the canon is to be regarded as 
open or closed, and, on the other, whether it is profitable to 
look for a canon within the canon. Still more basic are the 
questions whether the canon is a collection of authoritative 
books or an authoritative collection of books—and in either 
case whether the collection can be held to reflect the divine 
intention within the history of salvation. Obviously it is easier 
to raise such questions than to answer them. In fact, it is 
possible that some of the questions have no answers—or at least 
no answers that can be regarded as convincing. 
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Despite the silence of patristic writers as far as explicit 
accounts of the canonization process are concerned, there is 
general unanimity among modern scholars as to what must 
have been some of the factors that brought about the recogni­
tion of the New Testament canon. It will be helpful, before 
giving attention to a multitude of literary testimonies and 
historical problems, to sketch briefly some of the more firmly 
established landmarks in what otherwise might well appear to 
be a wilderness of disparate and disjointed details. 

The starting-point of our enquiry is the attempt to identify 
the authorities that were recognized in primitive Christianity, 
and to see how they exerted their influence. 

(1) From the first day of its existence the Christian Church 
possessed a canon of sacred writings—the Jewish Scriptures, 
written originally in Hebrew and widely used in a Greek 
translation called the Septuagint. The precise boundaries of 
the Jewish canon may not yet have been finally fixed,1 but 
there was already sufficient definition for its books to be 
referred to collectively as 'Scripture' (17 ypa<j>ri) or 'the Scrip­
tures' ( a t y p a ^ a i ' ) , and citations from it were introduced by the 
formula 'it stands written' (yeypanrai). 

Like every pious Jew, Jesus accepted the Hebrew Scrip­
tures as the word of God and frequently argued from them in 
his teaching and controversies. And in this respect he was 
followed by the first Christian preachers and teachers, who 
appealed to them to prove the correctness of the Christian 
faith. The high regard of the primitive Church for the Old 
Testament (to use the traditional Christian designation for the 
Hebrew Scriptures) was fundamentally due to the conviction 
that its contents had been inspired.by God (2 Tim. iii. 16; 2 
Pet. i. 20 f.). 

(2) In the oldest Christian communities there was also 
another authority which had taken its place alongside the 
Jewish Scriptures, and that was the words of Jesus, as they were 
handed down in oral tradition. During his public ministry 
Jesus had claimed to speak with an authority in no way inferior 
to that of the ancient Law, and had placed his utterances side 
by side with its precepts by way of fulfilling or even correcting 

1 For information about the so-called Synod of J amnia (c. A . D . <JO), at which 
discussions were held concerning the H e b r e w Scriptures, see pp. 1 0 9 - 1 0 below. 
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and repealing them. This is clearly shown, for example, by his 
position on the question of divorce (Mark x. 2 f. and parallels) 
and on unclean foods (Mark vii. 14-19) , pronouncements that 
are reinforced by the implications of the so-called antitheses 
reported by Matthew in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. v. 
21-48: 'of old it was sa id . . . but I say to you') . 

It is not surprising, therefore, that in the early Church the 
remembered words of Jesus were treasured and quoted, 
taking their place beside the Law and the Prophets and being 
regarded as of equal or superior authority to them. It is to 
such 'words of the Lord' , for example, that the apostle Paul 
appeals so confidently on various occasions to enforce some 
lesson (1 Cor. ix. 14; cf. Luke x. 7), or to settle some difficulty 
(1 Thess. iv. 15; 1 Cor. vii. 10), or to confirm some rite 
(1 Cor. xi. 23) . 2 

At first Jesus' teachings circulated orally from hearer to 
hearer, becoming, so to speak, the nucleus of the new Christian 
canon. Then narratives were compiled recording the remem­
bered words, along with recollections of his deeds of mercy and 
healing. Some documents of this kind underlie our Gospels, 
and are referred to in the preface to the Third Gospel (Luke i. 
1-4). 

(3) Parallel with the oral circulation of Jesus' teachings were 
apostolic interpretations of the significance of his person and 
work for the lives of believers. These interpretations, along 
with exhortations, were communicated directly to newly estab­
lished congregations during the earliest missionary activity. By 
means of epistles, moreover, it was possible to continue, in some 
measure, the oversight of congregations after the missionaries 
had moved on to other areas, or even to communicate 
directives to believers in cities not previously visited (as, for 
example, in the Epistles to the Romans and to the Colossians). 
Such Epistles, as even Paul's critics in the Corinthian church 
had conceded, were 'weighty and powerful' (2 Cor. x. 10). 

* In addi t ion to such explicit references to the 'words o f the L o r d ' , wc also find in 
Paul ' s Epistles (especially in R o m . xii--xiv and i Thess . i v - v ) numerous echoes o f the 
ethical teaching of Jesus; cf. A . M . Hunter , Paul and his Predecessors, and ed. 
(Phi ladelphia , 1961 ) , pp . 4 7 - 5 1 , and D a v i d L . D u n g a n , The Sayings of Jesus in the 
Churches of Paul; The Use of the Synoptic Tradition in the Regulation of Early Church Life 
(Phi ladelphia , 1971) - No te also the phrase, ' R e m e m b e r the words o f the Lord Jesus ' , in 
Ac t s xx . 35 and / Clem. xiii . 1. 
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O n occasions when Paul had to decide a matter on which 
there was no dominical word, he appealed to his claim that he 
was one 'commissioned by the Lord', and had the Spirit of God 
(i Cor. vii. 25, 40). He regarded his instructions or commands 
(1 Cor. xiv. 37) to be 'of the Lord'—in other words, that the 
Lord himself was speaking through him (cf. 1 Thess. ii. 13). 

There is no need here to discuss how and when Paul obtained 
such a profound sense of authority attached to his office as 
apostle (Rom xi. 13); it is sufficient to recall the supreme crisis of 
his life, to which he invariably traces back his divinely given 
apostleship (Gal. i. 1 1 - 1 6 ) . In virtue of his authoritative 
commission, Paul even claims that he can place under a curse 
any other gospel as not coming from God (Gal. i. 7-9; cf. 2 
Thess. iii. 17). In a similar way, other teachers of the apostolic 
age also claim authority in issuing precepts and directives 
(Heb. x. 26-7; xiii. 18-19; 3 John 5-10). 

The circulation of Paul's Epistles began already during his 
lifetime.3 This is evident from the apostle's command that 
there should be an exchange of (copies of) epistles between the 
Colossians and the Laodiceans (Col. iv. 16). He also addresses 
the Galatian Epistle 'to the churches of Galatia' (Gal. i. 2), 
and urges that 1 Thessalonians be read 'to all the brethren' 
(1 Thess. v. 27), which seems to imply the existence of several 
'house churches'. 

The writers of these apostolic Epistles, though confident that 
they speak with authority, reveal no consciousness that their 
words would come to be regarded as a permanent standard of 
doctrine and life in the Christian Church. They write for an 
immediate purpose, and just as they would have wanted to 
speak, had they been able to be present with those whom they 
address. It is natural that such Epistles were cherished and 
read again and again by the congregations that had first 
received them, and by others who came to appreciate copies of 
such valued testimonies from the apostolic age. 4 

' O n the early, pre-corpus circulat ion of the Epistles, see Lucet ta M o w r y , ' T h e 
Early Circula t ion of Paul ' s Let ters ' , Journal of Biblical Literature, lxiii (1944) , pp. 73-86 , 
and li terature mentioned in chap . X I . v below. 

* Here and there in patristic writers w e find assertions concerning the preservation 
of the au tograph o f this o r that book o f the N e w Tes tament . Tcr tu l l i an (De praesc. ftaer. 
36) mentions Thessa lonica a m o n g the cities to which apostolic Epistles had been 
addressed and were still read there from the autographs (apud quas fsc. ecclesias] ipsat 
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(4) As time went on, a Christian literature grew in volume 
and was circulated throughout different congregations. T o ­
ward the close of the first Christian century Clement of Rome 
wrote an epistle to the church at Corinth, and early in the 
second century Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, while en route to his 
martyrdom at Rome, dispatched six short epistles to various 
churches and one to Polycarp of Smyrna. In these and still 
more in later Christian literature of the second century* the 
writers incorporated ideas and familiar phrases of the apostolic 
writers, and in a few cases expressly quoted them. Whatever 
may have been their conscious attitude toward such apostolic 
documents, it is clear that their thinking was moulded by them 
from the very first. 

At the same time allusions to the superior standing of 
apostolic writers, living so close to the time of the earthly 
ministry of Jesus, more and more set the earlier documents 
apart from contemporary writings and helped to consolidate 
them as a distinct body of literature. The epistle of Clement 
and the epistles of Ignatius, for example, clearly breathe the 
spirit of the sub-apostolic era. Although both display a certain 
air of authority, there is no longer any consciousness of 
apostolic authority. They look back at the venerable figures of 
the apostles as leaders in an age now past (/ Clem. v. 3-7; xlii. 
1 ff; xlvii. 1 ff; Ign. Trail, ii. 2; Magn. vi. 1; vii. 2; xiii. 1). It is 
not surprising, therefore, that readers could and did distinguish 
between the 'tone' of certain documents, which subsequently 

s Besides the Chris t ian li terature produced by the Apostol ic Fathers and the 
Apologis ts (considered in the following chapters) , one should not overlook the presence 
o f echoes from several New Tes tament books in such works as 2 Esdras and the 
Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs. 

autkenticae litterae eurum recitantur, where ipsae prevents one from interpreting authenticae 
to m e a n 'unmut i l a t ed ' or 'not falsified by heretics ') . In a fragment at tr ibuted to Petrui 
I A lexandr inus (d. A D . 3 1 1 ) w e find a reference concern ing the reading rpírr¡ instead 
of ÍKTIJ in J o h n xix. 14 and the statement that ' the au tograph (ÍSi¿x«ipos) itself o f the 
Evangel is t has been, until now, kept by the g race o f G o d in the most hal lowed church 
in Ephesus and it venerated there by the faithful' ( M i g n e , Patrología Gratca, xvii i . 5 1 7 D ; 
see also J u a n L e a l , 'E l autógrafo del I V Evange l io y la a rque log ia ' , Estudios eclesiásticos, 
x x x i v [1960] , pp . 895-905, esp. 903-5) . For other c la ims concerning autographs o f 
N e w Tes t amen t books, see Eberhard Nestle, Introduction to the Textual Criticism of the 
Greek New Testament, and ed. (London , 1901) , pp . 2 9 - 3 1 , and the fragment o f a letter 
at t r ibuted to C lemen t o f A lexand r i a (see pp . 132-3 be low) . 
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were identified as canonical, and that of the ever-growing body 
of patristic literature. 

(5) In the age that followed that of the apostles, the 
expression 'the Lord and the apostles' represented the standard 
of appeal to which reference was made in all matters of faith 
and practice. At first a local church would have copies of only a 
few apostolic Epistles, and perhaps one or two Gospels. In the 
collections that were gradually formed, a place was found 
beside the Gospels and the Epistles for two other kinds of 
books—the Acts of the Apostles and the Apocalypse of John. 
The credentials of the former rested upon its being the 
continuation of the earlier book by Luke (Acts i. 1 f.), and the 
sacredness of the latter was vouched for by the blessing 
pronounced on the one who would read and on those who 
listened to its prophetic words (Rev. i. 3). 

It was this kind of public reading of Christian documents to 
which Justin Martyr refers about A . D . 150. He tells us that on 
Sundays at services of divine worship it was customary to read 
'the memoirs of the Apostles [i.e. the Gospels] or the writings of 
the Prophets' (/ Apol. lxvii. 3). Thus it came about that 
Christian congregations grew accustomed to regard the apos­
tolic writings as, in some sense, on a par with the older Jewish 
Scriptures, and such liturgical custom, though doubtless vary­
ing in different congregations, set its seal on certain Gospels 
and Epistles as worthy of special reverence and obedience. 6 

(6) In the second and third centuries translations were made 
of apostolic writings into Latin and into Syriac, and eventually 
also into the Coptic dialects of Egypt . ' The beginnings of such 
versions were doubtless in the context of services of public 
worship, when the reading of short sections of the Greek text 
was followed by a translation into the vernacular. At first the 
rendering would have been oral, but soon written copies would 
have been made available. The range of books so translated 

• Sec Paul G l a u e , Die Vorlesung heiliger Schrifttn im Oottesdienste; I T e i l , Bis zur 
Entstthung dtr altkatkolischm Kirche (Berlin, 1907), and C . R. G r e g o r y ' s critical 
comments , ' T h e R e a d i n g o f Scr ipture in the C h u r c h in the Second Cen tu ry ' , American 
Journal of Theology, xiii (1908), pp . 8 6 - 9 1 . ( A d o l f von Harnack ' s Bible Reading in the 
Early Church [London , 191a ] deals chiefly with the private use o f the Scriptures.) 

' For an account o f the mak ing of such translations, see the present wri ter 's The 
Early Versions of the New Testament, their Origin, Transmission, and Limitations (Oxford , 
' 9 7 7 ) -



Introduction 7 
formed a collection of Scripture in these districts, though in 
some cases this collection included books not generally recog­
nized elsewhere; for example, the Syrian and Armenian 
churches included Paul's Third Epistle to the Corinthians (see 
chap. I X . II below). 

Thus, side by side with the old Jewish canon, and without in 
any way displacing it, there had sprung up a new, Christian 
canon. 8 This history of its formation is the history, not of a 
series of sporadic events, but of a long, continuous process. It 
was a task, not only of collecting, but also of sifting and 
rejecting. Instead of being the result of a deliberate decree by 
an individual or a council near the beginning of the Christian 
era, the collection of New Testament books took place gradu­
ally over many years by the pressure of various kinds of 
circumstances and influences, some external (see chap. IV 
below) and others internal to the life of congregations (see 
chap. X I . i below). Different factors operated at different times 
and in different places. Some of the influences were constant, 
others were periodic; some were local, others were operative 
wherever the Church had been planted. 

In order to provide the data from which the preceding 
synthesis has been constructed, the chapters of Part T w o below 
set forth evidence derived from the writings of Church Fathers 
that bears on the several stages through which the process of 
canonization moved. In the earliest period, that of the so-
called Apostolic Fathers, not much more is disclosed than 
testimony as to the bare existence here and there of one or 
another Gospel or Epistle of the New Testament. In subse­
quent generations we can gradually perceive the outlines of a 
collection of four Gospels and of a number of Epistles attrib­
uted to Paul and to other early leaders in the apostolic Church. 
Finally, after many years, during which books of local and 
temporary canonicity came and went (see chap. V I I below), 
the limits of the New Testament canon as we know it were set 
forth for the first time in a Festal Letter written A . D . 367 by 
Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria. But, as evidence from 
subsequent writers reveals, not all in the Church were ready to 

" A s von Harnack has pointed out (The Origin of the New Testament [New Y o r k , 
1925] , p. 5 ) , there were four possibilities open to the C h u r c h : the O l d Tes t amen t alone, 
an enlarged O l d Tes tament , no O l d Tes tament , and a second authori ta t ive collect ion. 
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accept precisely the canon as identified by Athanasius, and 
throughout the following centuries there were minor fluctua­
tions in the East as well as in the West. Such, in brief, is the 
long and fascinating story concerning the growth and recogni­
tion of the canon of the New Testament. 
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