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Christian Apologetics Study Series: Lesson #5 (Student key) 

The Formation of the Bible 
(How We Got Our Bible) 

Craig B. Esvelt, D.Min 

 
 
Introduction: "The Bible did not arrive by fax from heaven. . . the Bible is a 
product of man, my dear. Not of God. The Bible did not fall magically from the 
clouds. Man created it as a historical record of tumultuous times, and it has 
evolved through countless translations, additions, and revisions. History has 
never had a definitive version of the book. . . more than 80 gospels were 
considered for the New Testament, and yet only a relative few are chosen for 
inclusion . ." So declares a character from the best-selling adult fiction ever 
written, The Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown (New York: Doubleday, 2003), which 
has sold over 40 million copies worldwide as of 2006. As we saw in the last 
lesson, the very words of the writers of the Bible have been preserved over 
the centuries with incredible accuracy. But is God's full, written revelation 
limited to just these books? It is true that there were other ancient Jewish 
and Christian religious writings. What about the Apocryphal books (found in 
Roman Catholic versions of the Bible) and the so-called "lost books of the 
Bible" that were discovered in recent years? Who decided what is and isn't 
"inspired" Scripture, and were their decisions tainted by personal or political 
reasons? The subject of how the various books of the Bible received their 
acceptance for inclusion is the study of canonicity. 
 

Important Terms to Understand 

 REVELATION - God's divine disclosure of Himself and His 
will to mankind 

 INSPIRATION - refers to the means God used for His 
revelation--the "God-breathed" written word (2 Tim. 
3:16) 

 TRANSMISSION - the careful preservation of the inspired 
text through time (covered in the last lesson) 

 SELECTION - God's sovereign choice of Bible writers 
(canonicity) 

The Canon of Scripture 

("canon" = cane, measuring rod) 
 
- Tests for Inclusion In the Canon - 
It is crucial to note that, although we speak of certain "tests" for 
canonicity, it was not left to the wisdom or natural inclinations 
of human beings to judge and approve or reject certain ancient 
books as being "divine." It was God Himself who determined 
which writings would be inspired with divine authority and men 
merely discovered or recognized their canonicity.  
 
 
 

Additional Notes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Da Vinci Code is a suspense thriller that 
charges the church with a huge cover-up as 
to its origins, claiming the early church 
fathers suppressed much of the truth 
about Jesus Christ in an attempt to 
maintain control over the early church 
(e.g., Jesus never claimed to be God, nor 
did his early followers acknowledge him as 
such; Jesus was married, etc.). A movie, 
based on the book, starred actor Tom 
Hanks. Unfortunately, naive  readers of the 
novel may mistakenly assume Brown’s 
accuracy of historical information while 
recognizing the fictitious characters and 
plot. As Hank Hanegraaff and professor of 
ancient history Dr. Paul Maier note: "This is 
why The Da Vinci Code is so dangerous. 
Many readers assume that all of the 
supplementary contextual and background 
detail involving Christianity is true when it 
is not. Rather, a few factual references are 
heavily interlaced with fiction or outright 
falsehood. To represent such details as fact 
is positively dishonest. Yet Brown does 
exactly this, starting on the very first page, 
where, under the heading of 'FACT,' he 
presents opening statements that form the 
basis of the entire novel. Furthermore, 
Brown has publicly clarified that he believes 
that the conspiracy theory he presents in 
the The Da Vinci Code is actually true. . . In 
all direct quotations from the novel that 
follow, the views presented are 
unquestionably those of Brown himself, 
since the reader is led to assume full 
credibility in the dialogue of all the major 
personalities in the book." (The Da Vinci 
Code: Fact or Fiction? Tyndale House Publ, 
2004), p. 9-10 
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 Primary test for canonicity 
o Old Testament: Was it written by a prophet of 

God? 
o New Testament: Was it written by an apostle or 

someone closely associated? 

 Other tests--if a book was in dispute 
o Is it authoritative? ("Thus says the Lord--!") 
o Is it prophetic? (Was it written by a man of God?) 
o Is it orthodox? (Does it conform to the "rule of 

faith?") 
o Is it authentic? ("When in doubt, throw it out") 
o Is it dynamic? (Does it edify and give evidence of 

the life-transforming power of God?) 
o Was it received, accepted and widely used by 

God's people? 
 
- The Old Testament Canon - 
According to Jewish tradition, during the time of Ezra (around 
500 B.C.) certain writings--most of our present Old Testament--
were recognized and accepted as the Word of God. During the 
intertestamental period (from 400 B.C. to Christ), with the 
proliferation of other religious writings (below), it became even 
more necessary for the Jews to acknowledge the limits of divine 
revelation. At the time of Christ, these books were called the 
"Holy Scripture" and were quoted by the New Testament writers 
about 300 times. After Jerusalem was destroyed in 70 A.D. and 
the Jewish people scattered, it was feared that the preservation 
of their sacred Scriptures was in jeopardy. The Council of Jamnia 
(A.D. 90) was convened, debated the canonicity of a few books, 
and ultimately recognized the 39 books of our present Old 
Testament. The Jewish historian Josephus (A.D. 95) recognized 
these same books as well. The greater number of ancient Jewish 
religious writings and their degree of acceptance have been 
named as follows: 

 The Homologoumena - books that were accepted into 
the canon of Scripture and never disputed (34 of 39) 

 The Antilegomena - books that were disputed but 
ultimately accepted as Holy Scripture (Ecclesiastes, Song 
of Solomon, Esther, Ezekiel, and Proverbs) 

 The Apocrypha (meaning "hidden" or "doubtful") - books 
that were disputed, debated, accepted by some, but 
ultimately rejected by the Jews 

o They were included in the Septuagint (LXX) as 
"edifying reading" although there is no uniform 
list of apocryphal books among LXX manuscripts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Old Testament Apocryphal Books 
The Wisdom of Solomon 
Ecclesiasticus 
Tobit 
Judith 
1 Esdras 
1 Maccabees 
2 Maccabees 
Baruch 
Letter of Jeremiah 
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o They were included with early Christian Scriptures 
in codex form and were accepted as Scripture by 
Greek Christians who were not adept in Hebrew 

o They were rejected by the reformer Martin 
Luther but, largely in reaction to him and the 
Protestant Reformation (and despite the fact that 
the Church had generally refused to accept them 
as canonical for 15 centuries) the Roman Catholic 
Church formalized them in 1546 as Scripture at 
the Council of Trent, in part to bolster support for 
doctrines such as Purgatory and prayers for the 
dead (2 Macc. 12:46) that otherwise have no 
biblical basis. So also, the Eastern Orthodox 
Church has (inconsistently) lent support to the 
Apocrypha 

 Although they are valuable reading, Protestant churches 
have rejected them because: 

o They contain historical, geographical and 
theological errors 

o They were rejected as canonical by the Jews 
themselves, who maintained that their prophetic 
line of Scripture ended in the fourth century B.C. 
(whereas the Apocryphal books were written 
afterward, as even Catholics acknowledge) 

o They were never quoted from by either Jesus or 
any of the New Testament writers and, for the 
most part, were not received by the Early Church 

 The Pseudipigrapha ("false inscription") - Although 
considered of value to the ancient Jews, these books 
(written from about 250 B.C. to 200 A.D.)  were not even 
debated as canonical but were uniformly rejected 

o These works were falsely attributed to biblical 
writers and characters in a futile attempt to gain 
credibility (Testament of Adam, Abraham, etc.) 

o Yet, interestingly, the Book of Enoch was quoted 
by the New Testament writer Jude (v. 14-15) 

 
- The New Testament Canon - 
The early Christians collected and copied the writings of the 
apostles and leaders of the fledgling church. These and other 
religious writings circulated during the first few centuries, with 
varying degrees of acceptance, e.g., 

 Writings recognized as Holy Scripture 
o Some writings were recognized as Scripture even 

during the apostolic period (note 2 Peter 3:16  
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where Peter called Paul's letters "scripture." Paul 
himself asserted the inspiration of his own 
writings in 1 Thess. 2:13); most were recognized 
soon afterward 

o The four gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John) 
were foundational as to their recognition as 
Scripture and usage virtually from the start, based 
on their apostolic origin. In A.D. 180, Irenaeus (a 
disciple of Polycarp who was a disciple of the  
apostle John) strongly argued for a four-gospel 
canon. 

o The Council of Carthage (A.D. 397) was the first to 
list all 27 books of the New Testament. Again, 
these books were not made canonical by men; 
they were canonical at their inception, 
acknowledged as divine Scripture in the First 
Century, and merely officially recognized as such 
later. (Note: the Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325 did 
not even discuss issues of canonicity or debate 
the validity of the gospels at all, despite such 
assertions in The Da Vinci Code). 

 New Testament Apocrypha 
Some disputed books were accepted into the canon by a 
few, but in fact there was no real controversy since the 
early church ultimately recognized only the 27 books 
now contained in the New Testament. Nevertheless, 
certain books were appreciated for their devotional 
quality and did lend some valuable historical information 
regarding the early church's practices. 

 Other spurious works of antiquity 
There were other pseudepigraphal writings (often 
mistakenly called "Apocrypha") that were universally 
rejected by the early church. While many documents 
were named after biblical characters (e.g., Mary, 
Thomas, Judas, Peter) the notion that these people 
actually wrote them is false; even most liberal scholars 
acknowledge this. 

o Most were deliberate fabrications with no serious 
claims to canonicity and often addressed issues of 
curiosity such as Christ's early years, details 
concerning the apostles, etc. 

o Some were written to promote heretical views 
(e.g., The Gospel of Judas, written in the second 
century and soundly condemned by Irenaeus in 
his Against Heresies) 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
New Testament Apocrypha 
The Epistle of Pseudo-Barnabas 
The Epistle to the Corinthians 
The Gospel According to the Hebrews 
The Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians 
Didache or the Teaching of the Twelve 
The Seven Epistles of Ignatius 
Ancient Homily or the Second Epistle of 
Clement 
The Shepherd of Hermes 
The Apocalypse of Peter 
The Epistle to the Laodiceans 
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o Other so-called "lost books of the Bible," made 
popular by some authors today, come from a 
1945 discovery of Nag Hammadi documents in 
Egypt, five of which were named "gospels" (Truth, 
Thomas, Philip, Egyptians, and Mary--from which 
material for The Da Vinci Code was borrowed). 
The idea that there were around 80 gospels 
debated at any time is ludicrous. 

 
- A Christian response to the "lost books of the Bible" - 
Gnosticism (from gnosis, or knowledge) was a major heresy that 
arose in the first century and posed a major threat to the early 
church. It was essentially a combination of Greek philosophy and  
Christianity whose adherents professed to hold a secret or 
higher knowledge of the Scriptures. Like the Greeks, it claimed 
that anything of the material world was evil and only spirit was 
good. It was soundly condemned by the early church fathers. 
The second or third century Gnostic writings mentioned above 
were rejected by the early church as soon as they surfaced, yet  
today they are seeing a resurgence in popularity since they 
challenge traditional biblical views (e.g., The Gospel of Thomas  
has become popular among New Agers/Postmoderns and 
theological liberals). Why should they be rejected? 

 Their title (naming) is misleading, as noted above. For 
example, the so-called Gospel of Judas, written well after 
the apostolic age, was obviously not written by Judas but 
was a fictitious account about Judas and Jesus composed 
by an unknown author who sought to redefine Jesus and 
his teachings with a decidedly Gnostic slant. 

 Their dating is, at best, speculative, generally thought to 
have been composed in the second or third centuries, 
long after the four gospels which are dated within the 
century that Christ lived. 

 Their theology does not square with the rest of 
Scripture (Gnostic influence). This is why they were 
discarded by the early Christians, because they did not 
reflect the Christian point of view in character or 
doctrine. The early Christians did not see these "gospels" 
as rivals; they simply saw them as wrong in every 
respect. Some examples: 

o Jesus said, "Blessed be the lion which the man 
shall eat, and the lion become man; and cursed is 
the man whom the lion shall eat, and the lion 
become man." - The Infancy of the Gospel of 
Thomas 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The discovery of any ancient document 
that casts doubt on an orthodox 
interpretation of the Bible is an occasion 
for intense interest (if not celebration) by 
liberal critics. National Geographical (May 
2006) ran an article, with a TV special, 
highlighting The Gospel of Judas, "offering 
new insights into the disciple who betrayed 
Jesus. According to The Gospel of Judas, 
Judas is a hero and friend of Jesus, and was 
merely acting upon the request of Jesus to 
hand him over to the authorities. 
 
The canonical gospels (Matthew, Mark, 
Luke and John) were composed from 50 - 
90 A.D. by eyewitnesses of Jesus' ministry. 
Ask: What credibility should we give to 
"gospels" written a century or two later 
that offer different perspectives? Why do  
ancient writings like these hold such a 
fascination for many? 
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o Simon Peter said to them: "Let Mary go forth 
from among us, for women are not worthy of the 
life. Jesus said: "Behold, I shall lead her, that I 
may make her male, in order that she also may 
become a living spirit like you males. For every 
woman who makes herself male shall enter into 
the kingdom of heaven." - The Gospel of Thomas, 
114. 

 Note: If they never were included in the Bible in the 
first place, they could never be "lost" from it! 

 

Conclusion 

The Bible is accurate and it is complete--the canon of Scripture is 
closed! There are no "lost books" that contain important truths 
not found in the Bible. At issue here is the sovereignty of God; 
indeed, if God is powerful enough to create the universe and 
personal enough to desire to reveal Himself and His will to 
mankind through His inspired Word, He is certainly capable of 
preserving just those books He wanted over the course of time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Illustration: You are writing a book 
about your personal beliefs. Later, 
discarded notes you rejected are found 
by one who claims he stumbled upon 
your "lost beliefs." 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Suggested Reading 
A General Introduction to the Bible by 
Geisler & Nix (Moody Press, 1986) 
Inspiration and Canonicity of the Bible 
by Laird Harris (Zondervan Publ., 1969) 
Baker Encyclopedia of Christian 
Apologetics by Norman Geisler (Baker 
Books, 1999) 
The Da Vinci Code: Fact or Fiction by 
Hank Hanegraaff and Paul Maier 
(Tyndale House, 2004) 
The Da Vinci Code: A Quest for 
Answers, by Josh McDowel (Green Key 
Books, 2006) 


