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THE CAN_ON 

The word 'canon' means 1a measuring rod', and thus 
it has a double application with regard to the 
Bible. The original and fundamental meaning is 
that the books which compose the canon are the 
measuring rod or rule by which the church measures 
doctrine. Thus the ·canon,. i.e. the books which 
comprise it, is the standard by which Christian 
truth is to be tested. (Cf Acts 17:11) But 
secondly, the word 1 canon 1 refers to the list of 
books which make up the canon or rule. . It is 
this latter use of the word which is the subject 
of this article. 

Primarily the word canon refers to the character of 
the books. They are the rule by which our religious 
ideas are to be measured. They are this becaus.e of 
their character, which results from God being their 
Author. They are inspired by Him for the purpose 
of being a revelation of Himself. Being the words 
of God, they are of supreme authority. If a writ­
ing is not canonical in this sense of being 
inspired by God as a revelation, that is, if it is 
not God-breathed, no decision of church or council 
can ever confer this character of canonicity on it. 
On the other hand, if it is inspirec by God, no 
adverse decision of the church can ever detract 
from its character and God-given canonicity. That 
there was such a body of documents having this 
character in existence at the time of our Lord and 
His apostles, is evident from the attitude and 
words of our Lord and His apostles, and it is not 
difficult to establish by historical research, that 
these documents were what we know as our Old 
Testament. 

Thus, when the Christian church was broughi into 
being by the preachirig of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ by the apostles, it had from the beginning 
a canon of scripture. It was never without. a 
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Bible, that is to -say, without books which were 
regarded as of absolute authority in matters of 
faith and conduct. 

When at the beginning -of the gospel Jews were 
converted to put their faith in Jesus as their 
Messiah, they did. not abandon their Old Testament, 
nor modify their views with regard to it, except 
to see Jesus Christ as fulfillihg it. Si.niilarly, 
when Gentiles were converted, they were converted 
into a church where the Old Testament was already 
prized as the very Word of God. Thus the Christian 
church was not required to form for itself the idea 
of a canon, (or, as we would say, a Bible), that 
is, a collection of books given by God to be the 
authoritative rule of faith and practice. It bad 
a canon from the beginning. · 

But the question arises, how was it · that the early 
Christians who so highly prized the Old Testament 
scriptures, added to these script1.ires fresh writ­
ings which they place on a level with the Old, as 
fully inspired by God Hi.mSelf? The explanation is 
to be found in the presence within early Christ­
ianity of apostles and prophets (1 Cor. 12:28,29; 
Eph. 2:20; 4:11), who were recognised as being 
the instruments of the Holy Spirit to bring to · 
completion the revelation of God in Jesus _Christ, 
the Incarnate Son of .God, (Eph. 3:5; Rom. i6:26; 
Col. 1:26; Tit. 1:3). The apostles and prophets . 
were the recipients of Revelation (Eph. 3: 5). . The · ,, 
church of _the apost],es' time recognised the 
activity of the Holy Spirit in revelation, e.g. 
l Tim. 4:1, 1 Cor. 2:9-16. The apostles were 
conscious that their words were authoritative 
(1 Thess._ 4:2; - 2:13; . 2 .Cor. 10:8; 13:10). St. 
Paul was · conscious _.that his wri tirl:g was revela­
tional. .SU.St as Moses was a minister of the Old 
Covenant, and was read regularly, so the: apostles 
were ministers of the new covenant (2 Cor. 3:14), 
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(Chris t had instituted a new covenant in His death 
Eph. 3:2) and they were conscious that their writ­
ings were of Divine authority, and were to be read 
along with the Old Testament scriptures (e.g. 
1 Thess. 5: 27; CoL 4: 16 ; Rev. 1: 3). Their' · 
writings were to be included in the standard of 
faith and conduct, so that obedience to them was to 
be the condition of Christian fellowship, (2 Thess. 
3:14). (1 Car. 14:37). 

It is interesting to note that neither our Lord, 
nor the New Testament writers, although they held 
clear and strong views of the authority of scrip­
ture, defined the limits of canonicity. In this, 
doubtless, the providence of God may be seen; for 
the infant Christian church did not have a closed, 
but an increasing canon, augmented from time to 
time, as the apostles either wrote or authenticated 
those books which we now know as the New Testament. 
We should not regard it as accidental, but rather 
providential, that the limits of canonicity were 
not settled among the Jews themselves until after 
the separation of the unbelieving Jewish community 
from the Christian church. Had the limits of the 
scripture been a firm and closed question in the 
time of our Lord and His apostles, so as to be 
reflected in their teaching, the addition of the 
New Testament books to the canon would have 
presented a difficulty for the Christian community. 
As it was, we can see from the pages of the New 
Testament that the apostolic writings were placed 
by the apostles themselves alongside the Old Testa­
ment as scripture (1 Tim. 5:18; 2 Pet. 3:16). 

There are three distinct things to keep in mind 
when considering the canon. (i) How the books ca.me 
to have their character as canonical. {ii) How the 
books came to be accepted as canonical, i.e. how 
the canon ca.me to be formed in t >e second sense of 
the word. . (iii) How the books composing the canon 
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may be veri f:.i.ed and tes-Ged as canonical in the 
firs t sense of the worcl., tha i:; is to Gay, as God­
inspired and, therefore , tbe stando.rd by which 
fait h and practic e j_s. to be shaped. 

Wi th regar d to the first question; Holy Scripture 
was written by the insp~ .re:Lfon of the Holy Spir it, 
and, t herefor e , such books have the character of 
canonici ty, i.e. they r,.ava the autho:..~i ty of' God 
from the moment of their composition. The Christ-
i an church ca1mot by arq of its dec:!.sions either 
a dd t o, or detract from t ne character of such a 
book. If it is inspired by the Holy Spi rit? it 
has the character of cano71j_ci ty f:·om the time o:f 
i ts composition. Vfnat books ~hould be r egarded as 
having this character is ·t;he s econd quest ion. 

The s econd question, wit h r cga:ro to the Ol d Test a­
ment, is shl'oudc=;d L"Yl the ;n-Lst of his tory. All that 
we may say is that the Old Ter:tan.i.ent canon vvas 
accepted by the ,Jewis:'l chux ch and by our Lord and 
His apostles, at the time o:.:'. the bee;inning of tb.e 
gospel. Wi th :regard tc the N3w Testament books~ 

t he history of the~l' :fm:illatior~ int o a J.ist of 
r ecognise.d books ~-s not alto,5e t i'.l.,'3r clear, a s the 
evidence has not fully su.~ .. "Vi .vE:d, but it wn.;:; 
probably as f ollows:·- A "bo,)lc wr;IA.ld be av.thori t ­
ative from the time t hQt t~e p~op~et OT th2 
a postle wrote :Lt and :imposed it en the c~:i.1.uch t o 
which i t was addressed, a s a.a autilol'.'it::rcivc word, 
and 'i t viould be recognised as o.uthoritati11e by all 
that secti on of the Cl'.rist.i. .. '.,:c cl1m~ch v•hicb knew of 
i t s apos t olic authorship, a.l"J.d of :~ts imposition by 
apos tolic authority: on the Clrcistian chvrch. -
However, New Testament 0ocks were '.'.rritten . to l ocal 
Christi an comrnun:.i.ties? and there wonld, theref ore, 
be a passage of time betwec:::i. tl'.e VITitj_ng of any 
book ( w:.i.th its acceptance b;>• the local church to 
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_,_ 
which it was written), and the acceptance of it 
throughout the whole Christian fellowship. Time 
would have to elapse before the book was known 
throughout the worldwide Christian church. We know 
that the early Christian church was conservative in 
its willingness to recognise books as canonical, 
and this, of course, was right, and is our safe~ 
guard. It was no light thing to place fresh books 
alongside the Old Testament Bible, as being equally 
God-inspired. In fact, it was not till the end of 
the fourth century that the Christian church came 
to one mind about all the New Testament books which 
it included in the list of the canon. 

Thirdly, the question arises, how may we lmow that 
any particular book is rightly included in that 
list? Some theologians affirm that it is the 
decision of the church which confers canonicity on 
a book. But this is not so. All the church can 
do is to recognise the character of the book, and 
for the great bulk of our New Testament books, this 
character was recognised without . dispute by Christ­
ians from the time of. the composition of these 
books, for they were received at the hands of the 
apostles. 

Most of our New Testament was received everywhere 
in the church from the beginning. No New Testa­
ment book was rejected everywhere and then 
accepted. But some books were only known locally 
at first, and the passage of time was needed for 
them to be accepted universally. (The history of 
this growing unanimity on the part of the church 
with regard to what should be included in the 
canon is traced in the textbooks). 

A test that may be applied to a book claiming 
canonicity, is the confirmity of its doctrine 
with the rest of scripture. For if a book is in 
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reality ca.rionical, the Holy Spirit will have been 
its au,thor., and this implies ti1a ·~ its teaehj.ng 
about God will be .. in con:formi ty with the teaching 
of all those other books of which the Holy Spirit 
is also the author. In this way, the remarkable 
agreement in doctrine and ethics throughout the 
pages of the Bib2.e is a st:-ik:u:ig vindication of 
the truth of the . inspiration of scripture and the 
correctness of the canon. 

The canonici ty of a book :Ls sealed for us by the 
fact that the Christian cLurch has heard God's 
voice in it through the centuries. The word of 
God is active. Christ 1 s sheep, our Lord affirmed, 
hear His voice. Each generation i.n the church 
receives the Bible as the Word of God and hands it 
on, adding its own test:i..mony to the uniform testi­
mony of God's people who nava gone before, that in 
these pages, ChristVs voice is indeed to be heard. 
The chu:ech may recognise the. can.on as something 
already existing. It cannot, · b~r its decision, 
corifer cano.nici ty; for no chur ch or council can 
comer autliori ty on a W o~c.:l which is already the 
source of authori t~r because breathed forth by God 
and because it attests itself in ·r.he heart of the 
believer by the testimony of the Spirit as God's 
Word. 
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THE CANON 

A paper read to the Fellowship of Biblical Studies 
Symposium 24 March 1976 

(a) THE CANON AND INSPIRATION 

The New Testament provides clear evidence that the 
Christians accepted unquestioned belief in a body 
of literature which they designated the Scripture, 
which was o'f a special sacred and divine character. 

Jesus and the apostles quoted this literature with 
the introductory phrase "It is written", and this 
indicated final and absolute authority of the 
quotation (Matt. 4:4,6 & 10; Roms. 1:17; 
Gal. 17:3 etc. cf Matt. 21:42; Luke 24:27; 
John 7:42, 10:35, 20 :9; Roms. 11:2.) It was 
their opinion that what was written in Scripture 
God spoke both originally and to the present 
readers, (Matt. 19:5; 22:31; Acts 2:16 and 
Roms. 9:25; 2 Tim. 3:16) and He continues to 

. speak the written Scripture (Heb. 3:7; 10 :15). 
It is therefore an o·bvious but important truth 
that the Church did not require to fonn for itself 
the idea of a collection of books given by God to 
be an authorative rule of faith and practise. 
That is, it did not form for itself the idea of a 
Bible or a canon. The church did not grow 
spontaneously but was founded; and the apostles, 
the authorative teachers sent by Christ carried 
with them a body of divine Scriptures which they 
imposed on the. churches which they .founded, to be 
received with the same absolute authority as Jesus 
and the apostles had received these books. That 
is to say, these written words .were to be received 
as the very words or oracles of God. (Matt. 19:5; 
Rom. 3:2; Heb. 3:7). . · · 
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We do not know the way the ·books of the Old Testa­
ment came to be r ecognized as the very words of 

·· God, ·though ±tr is plain that they were recognized 
in this way by the Jews of -our Lord's time, a 
recognition which our Lord and the apostles shared 
and commended. - Josephus and the-author of 2 Peter 
were of the opinion that the books were written 
through the work of the Holy Spirit of prophecy. 
Because Josephus believed that prophecy ceased 
after Ezra, he \'Vas convinced that there could be 
no sacred Scripture written from that time onward. 
(c. Apian 1 :8 ) 

With regard to the New Testament, the extraordinary 
fact that has to be explained is how the first 
Christians who held the highest possible views of 
the character and authority of Scripture came to 
add to the Canon books written in their own time. 
The explanation is their conviction about the 
presence of the Holy Spirit of prophecy and the 
presence of the apostles commissioned by Christ 
and endorsed by him with the signs of apostleship. 
The early Christians were convinced that the Spirit 
had been poured out upon them and that all 
Christians had re·ceived the annointing of the Holy 
One. Christians experienced the. Spirit as the 
Spirit. of Revelation, e.g. 1 Tim. 4:1. It was the 
consciousness of. the Spirit's presence and activity 
which made it ,possible for the first Christians to 
acc_ept the possibility (in contrast to Josephus) 
of n_ew Scriptures, and within the New Testament 
there :is a. recognition of the phenomenon of New 
Testament Scriptures, e.g. Roms. 16:25; Eph~ 3 : 3; 
2 Pet. 3:16~ 1 Tim. 5:8. 

Though the consciousness of the Holy Spirit's 
presence made the concept of additional Scripture 
acceptable, it did not follow that everything that 
a Christian said or wrote with the help of the 
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Spirit should be treated as Holy Scripture and 
added to the corpus. Wh3.t Wa.s required was the 
authentication by' apostolic authority. There is 
clea~ evidefice of this in ' l Car. 14:37 where St. 
Paul .makes a -distinction between the words of an 
apostle and of a prophet or sp:i.rihia.l .man. It was 
the mark of a prophet or a spiritual man that he 
will recognize that the apostolic writings are the 
commands of the Lord. St. Paul gives no indication 
that all prophecy within the Christian chur9h had 
the character of being th~ command of the Lord; 
indeed he himself felt free to set aside prophetic 
warning~ (Acts 21:10 & 11). But the apostolic word 
was a different character. It was the norm for 
behaviour, and it bound the conscience (1 Thess. 
4:2; 2 Thess. 2:15; 3:14; 1 Cor. 14:37; 
Philemon 8; 1 Tim. 3:15, 4:11. cf 1 Pet. 1:12; 
1 Cor. 2: 13 ;. 1 Thess. 2: 13). Apostolic letters 
were to be read in the church assemblies in the 
same ·. way as the Old Testament was read each Sabbath 
day in~he synagogt;tes (Acts 15:21) and doubtless 
8.lso read by christiru:is at their assemblies. Thus 
by apostolic authority the apostolic letters were 
read along with the other Scriptures (1 Thess. 
5 : 27; · . Col. 4: 16; Rev. l: 3 ) and were to be 
rego.rded as the commandri:tents of the Lord • . It is 
not surprising therefore that they were .included 
in the term Scriptures, as for example all Paul 1s 
letters are in 11 Peter 3:16 and Luke 1 s gospel is 
in l Tim. 5:18, (There is no reason for excluding 
the New Testament Scriptures from l T1m. 3:16). 
The same identification is o.bservable in the 
Apostolic Fathe.:rs. Polycarp (C:h.apter 11} united 
the · Psa:lms- -and-·Ephes±ans·--u!n the- · sacred ·books·· ••• 
as it is said ·in· these~-Scriptures · 'b~ ye ang1-;y-- and 
sin not 1 and 1let not the S\l.Il go down upon your 
wrath'"· Similarly 11 Clement 2:4 after quotir:lg a 
pas.sage from Isaiah adds "again 7 another Scripture 
'I came not to call the righteous but sinners'"· 
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Ingnatiu.s was conscious of a canon of New Testa­
ment Scriptures which he placed alongside the Old 
Testament (Pbiladd 5). He called these Scriptures 
the gospel and the apostles. Just as in the New 
Testament the title 'the -law' is used for the whole 
of the Old Testament so 'the gospel' is used by 
ingnatius of the whole of the New Testament (Smyrn 
7), 11Give heed to the prophets and especially to 
the Gospel 11 • In the ·Testaments of the 12 Patri­
archs- (Benjamin 11), the Acts and Pauline epistles 
are included in the concept of Holy Scripture. 

' ~¥hat needs emphasis at present about these facts 
is that they obviously are not evidences of a 
gradually-heightening estimate of the New Testament 
bookS, originally received on a lower level and 
ju.st beginning to be tentatively accounted 
Scripture; they are conclusive evidences rather 
of the estimation of the New Testament books from 
the very beginning as Scripture, and of their 
attachment as Scripture to the other Scriptures 
already in hand. The early Christians did not, 
then, "first fonn a rival "canon" of "new books" 
which came only gradually to be accounted as of 
equal divinity and authority with the"old books"; 
they received new book after new book frorn the 
apostolical circle, as equally "Scripture" with 
the old books, and added. them one by one to the 
collection of old books as additional Scriptures, 
until at length the new books thus added were 
numerous enough to be looked upon as another 
section of the Scriptures." B.B. Warfield 
The formation of the Ca.non of the New Testament. 
Inspiration and Authority of the Bible p.412. 

The apostles were instrticted and commissioned by 
Jesus to be the founders of the Gospel. In the 
forty days after the resurrection he instructed 



-11-

them in the things concerning the Kingdom of God 
(Acts 1:3), and in the prophecies ·of-scripture 
with reference to himself (Luke 24: 44-4 7). · The 
sermons in Acts and the instructions and 
injunctions in ~he apostolic letters will reflect 
this teaching of Jesus. 

Before his death he promised that the Holy .Spirit 
would reveal truth which the apostles were not . 
then in a position to receive from him. The Spirit 
would lead them into all truth~ as the Spirit would 
reveal his mind (John 16:12-15). 

The apostles were commissioned by Christ to be his 
mouthpiece (Luke 10:16 7 Gal. 4:14). They spoke, 
they were God's messengers (Gal. 4:14; 1 Thess. 
2:13) and wrote with authority (1 Cor. 14:37 etc.) 
and Christ gave them signs confirming their 
authority. 

It was through the apostolic and prophetic ministry 
that the New Testament revelation was given 
(Eph. 3:5) and received. 
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( b) THE LDUT OF THE CANON 

It is inconceivable that Jesus and his hearers did 
not know to what he was referring when h13 said 
1the Scripture cannot be broken' (Jobn 10:35). It 
is equally inconceivable that St. Paul did not 
know what books were contained in the scriptures 
Which he commended the Jews of his time for 
preserving or that the apostles did not know what 
Old Testament books they were imposing on the 
Gentile churches. What were these books? 

(u) The nearest contemporary evidence of what 
these books might be is Josephus (c. Apian 
1:8) when he confines the Scriptures to 22 
books. Josephus' views were forcef'ully 
reiterated by Cyril of Jerusalem in his 
catechistical lectures (4.35) and endorsed 
by Jerome. 

(b) It is worth noting that Philo in his . 
voluminous writings never quoted from the 
Apocryphal Old Testament. It is not 
intrinsically likely that Josephus or the 
so called Council of Jamnia should have 
innovated by excluding these Apocryphal 
books if they were already received as 
Scripture. 

(c) Moreover the Old Testament canon which 
Jesus knew had the same order of the Old 
Testament books as the 'Palestinian' canon 
of Josephus. It is very difficult to see 
how the Deuterocanonical books .could be 
included in this order. 

Because of this evidence, the Apocryphal or 
'Deuterocanonical 1 books of the Old Testament can 
only be regarded as having very doubtful claims to 
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have been spoken to .1:1.S .. by God. The Council of 
Trent, however, regarded them as of equal inspir­
ation as the rest of the Old Testament. But just 
as it is a principle of Roman Catholic moral 
theology that doubtf~ ___ or_d_e.!'.!3. _o:µght never to be 
exercised and that doubtful laws do not bind the 
conscience, so deuterocanonical books ought not to 
be put alongside undoubted scripture. Normative 
authority over the conscience must be absolute, or 
it is non-existent. God's · word 'binds the 
conscience, and being God's word does not admit 
of degrees. 

Similarly with regard to the New Testament canon, 
a writing is either God's word (as understood by 
Jesus and the apostles) or it is not. The activity 
of the Holy Spirit and Christ's commission of the 
apostles are the two factors which provide the 
possibility of New Testament Scripture. Scripture 
inspired by the Spirit is authorative from the 
moment it .is written. It is recognized as author­
ative when known to have apo.stolic authorization. 
The. first recipients of these writings would. know 
of this authorization from the beginning. Other 
Christian churches would learn of the existence 
and authorization of these Scriptures through the 
lapse of time. In· this way the canon of each 
church would grow in volume though not in author-
i ty. If it were to be established that a writing 
was not accepted as Scripture by its recipients 
when it first appeared, this would be prima facie 
evidence that it was not Scripture (e.g. the 
Shepherd of Hermes)~ However, the re-examination 
and the weighing of the etidence for the inspir­
ation of a book already received is not evidence 
of this, but only of the scrupuious care · that · 

. Christians took in the formation-of their canon, 
which should .reassure us in using- this ca.non in 
as much as we no longer have access to the evidence 
through which it was formed. 
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PROPHECY AND THE CANON 

Paper read at a Symposium at St. Barnabas Broadway 

·27 October 1975 

Prophecy may be defined as men speaking from God, 
being moved by God's Spirit (2 Peter 1:21). 
Prophecy .is God's words spoken through the agency 
of men, e.~. llGod spoke by the mouth of David" 
(Acts 4:25). Put another way, prophecy is human 
words spoken by men which are God's words because 
he has spoken them through his influence and 
control of the speaker. Thus Balaam told Balak 
that he was unable to say just anything that Balak 
wanted but could only speak the words which God 
gave him. . (Numbers 22: 38; 23: 5). .. 

Before we look more closely at the phenomenon of 
prophecy, we must examine whether human language 
is able to be a vehicle for the expression of 
accurate and infallable divine communication. We 
note first that God created mankind in his own 
image. This incl~des the concept that human 
personality has an .affinity with the divine and 
that human relationships are reflective of the 
div:i.:rie nature and .character so that la.~ge drawn 
from human experience is a reliable medium to . 
describe in a true VJ8.Y divine thought and 
characte~ and actions• Consequently it is possible 
for God to use human language directly and not 
merely analogically .to describe his relationship 
w;i,.th us. 

The Bible t .ells how God has used human language to 
speak to men directly; . for example, at the burn­
ing bush God addressed Moses _directly, and at · 
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Mt. Sinai Go.d spoke directly to the Children of 
!srael the Ten Words. During his incarnate life 
our Lord Jesus Christ taught his contemporaries 
the things 'of God using direct human language. 
Thus Scripture· testifies that God has used human 
words for direct conn:nunication between himself and 
men. There is no suggestion in the context that 
he was using the' language analogically, but on the 
contrary simply, directly and normally, as we would 
use it in communicating one with another. 

Besides these words directly addressed by God to 
men, as at Sinai or during the incarnation there 
is another phenomenon, namely, of God addressing 
us through prophets. For example: We frequently 
read in the Old Testament the phrase "Thus says 
the Lord" followed by .words in direct speech 
addressed to us · by God. These words of God through 
the prophet are not men's words about God but are 
God 1s words addressed to us. This is how the 
prophet designated them and this is how they were 
received. Consequently these words will have the 
character of infallibility, that is to say, of 
utter reliability and truthfu:lness; and they will 
be perspicuous, that is to say, able to be under­
stood by the hearer, for this was God's purpose in 
speaking them: and they will be authoritative over 
our words and. conscience, being the words of God. 

Holy Scripture brings be:f ore us a third phenomenon. 
Not· only are there direct words of God spoken at 
Sinai or in Galilee, and also words spoken by 
prophets, but thirdly there is the phenomenon of 
written prophecy. God not only used the mouth of 
his servants but also the pen Of his servants, and 
so we have· the fact of Holy Scripture, that is to 
say prophetic va-itings. The New Testament testi­
fies to this third phenomenon, for example Matt. 
19:5. Here reference is made by Jesus to words 
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which he ascribed to God which were never spoken 
. but were written from the beginning. In fact the 
Whole of th~ 014 Testament has this character of 
being written prophecy and has received the 
imprimatur of Jesus when he said "the Scripture 
cannot be broken11

, for only God's word has this 
infallible, unbreakable characteristic. Notice 
that it is the Scripture, the written word, the 
vvord which we have, to which Jesus testified that 
it v1Jas God 1s word. 

Jesus taught that what the Scripture .says God says. 
Consequently Jesus appealed to the Scripture as 
final authority. He repelled the temptations of 
Satan with the phrase, "It is written. 1i - That is 
to say, this written word has final authority, 
because it is God's word. He confidently expected 
all the Old Testament prophecies to be inevitably 
f'ulfilled. What is written must be fulfilled 
(Luke 22). 

The same attitude to Holy Scripture is reflected 
in the rest of the New Tes~ament. In Acts 1,:16; 
4: 25 , the Apm;tles speak of God as the author of 
the words of the Old Testament. So tqo in Hebrews 
3 the writer, quoting Psalms 95, bypasses the human 

. -author. with the phrase, "The Holy Ghost says". 
St. Paul puts the .matter in a nutshell in .2 Tim. 
3:16 in which he .states that Scripture is 11God­
breathedil. The words are God's words. Just as 
the words I breath are my words, and reflect what 
I want .. to convey, to the best. of my~ a bili._ty, so 
the God breathed Seri p tures are God's . words and 
reflect God 1.s ~t.,entions perfectly. and ,.c;ompletely. 
Theref9_re, Hof.y Scrip.ture, since it is the word of 
God, .is. tru-e - ;i;l ~ respect to all the thmgs . which 
9-od is saJ?-rig~br.ough it. It will _be infallible, 

· .. that _i$ to say, ut~E;_:i;+y .·rel:i;:able, ~t canno.t be 
broken or _Jlroved yr.rang, it must . be fulfi~led. It 
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will also be able to b~ understood, because this 
was God's purpose in giving it, and it will be 
sufficient because this a.gain is God's purpose 
that the men of God might be com~letely f'lll1lished 
for every good work (1 Tim. 3:17). 

It is necessary to distinguish whet God is saying 
from the form of the language through which this 
word comes. This is true ·in all human .writing and 
is also true of Holy Scripture. For example, if 
we . use a metaphor we distinguish between what is 
intended to be said and the form in which it comes. 
If I were to say 'you are a donkey' you would be 
mistaken if you tried to prove this wrong by show­
ing that you did not have four legs or unduly long 
ea.rs, indeed th.8.t endeavour would only prove the 
truth of my statement! We see then that in all 
language we must distinguish between what is 
intended to be . said and the form in which it comes. 
Wbat God intends to say will be true, or else it 
was not God who said it. Similarly, it will not 
be stated ambiguously nor. will the form of the 
language be misleading. Thus if God intends to 
teach us about history or about science as a 
means by which we are to learn about him, then 
those statements about history and science will 
be true, for if they are not, God never said them. 
For the most part it is not hard to find out what 
a passage i s intending to teach nor to distinguish 
in the teaching from the form in which it is 
expressed. This is the sense in which the written 
Scripture is infallible and true. 

Of course it has always been possible to reject 
the notion that God has spoken and to attribute 
the words which say "Thus ·· saith the Laro", to the 
religious imagination of the writer and to 
explain Scripture as merely human reflections 
about divine _truth. It is possible to reject the 

-
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authority of Paul or the other writers of the New 
Testament as though God's Spirit was not speaking 
through their penmanship. But prophecy Wa.s a 
recognized phenomenon in biblical times. Jeremiah, 
for example, distinguished clearly between 'true 
prophecy and imitative prophecy (Jer. 26:15; 
27:15) and ~e must face the question where there 
is such a category as true propheclligpecause if it 
is a fact then it becomes centro.l to all our 
discussions of our knowledge of God. Yet in 
present day writings on the character and authority 
of Scripture the concept of prophecy is often over­
looked. If we agree that there is such a thing as 
prophecy it means that prophecy is distinct from 
all other human literature. Prophecy is from 
heaven, the word of God, infallible, true, utterly 
reliable, meeting our needs and which can never be 
broken and will always be f'ulfilled. All other 
human.literature, however inspiring, however true, 
however helpful is from men. 

The concept of prophecy inyolves the concept of 
the Canon, that is, the lis~ of writings recognized 
as propheti? and. _therefore-authoritative. It is 
conceivable that we may make a mistake in our list 
of writings; we may include in the Ca.non liter­
ature whic]:l God .has not ,spoken in this prophetic 
wo.y, or we inay thrust out of the Canon that which 

_God has spoken. But if we believe there is 
prophecy, .j;hen we must have a Canon, that is to 
say, o. list :.Qf what is prophetic and so different 
from all other human literature. 

The Christian church has always had a Canon. In 
the time of iesus and the New Testament the concept 
of Sdripture as the word of God was already firmly 
established arid. Jesus ·and the Apostles testified 
to it • . Paul commended the Jews of his time as 
having preserved the oracles of God, tl1at is to 
say he confirmed the Canon of his time. The 
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concept of Deuterocanonical books, if this is taken 
to mean a second level of authority, is of course 
a fantasy. Books are _ either God's prophetic word, 
or not, ·and if not, they are to be classified .with 
human literature and excluded from the Canon of 
Scripture, however helpful or true they may be. 

It is not hard to see how the New Testament canon 
must have been formed. For example, when St. Paul 
wrote a letter to a Christian church he was writing 
to a community who already had the concept of Holy 
Scripture as distinct from other literature - yet 

·we find that the recipients added his letter to 
Scripture. It must be because they were firmly 
conv'inced that his writings were prophetic, as the 
hearers of Isaiah were that he was a prophet; ·and 
St. Paul endorsed this conviction. His message, 
he said were not the word of man but of God. You 
may of course think Paul was wrong but the early 
Christians did not think this V;as so. They put 
his book into the Canon because they believed the 
Spirit of God was speaking through the Apostle. 
So it must have been with 8.11 New Testament books. 
That is to say, these books would have to have 
been received as prophetic by the first recipients. 
For the character of prophecy cannot grow in a 
writing. It is either there as the ink is drying 
on the paper, or it is never there. Thus a book 
¥~uld have had -to have been accepted as prophetic 
by the first recipients for anyone else to accept 
it as prophetic. The Canon grew in the sen~e that 
it grew as more prophetic books were written, and 
in the further sense that different Christian 
churches enlarged thei~ Canon by receiving copies 
of New Testament prophecy from churches who had 
received them ill the firs-t place. But it did not 
grow in the sense that a book not at first 
received anywhere was later put in, for that is an 
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impossible concept in view of· the very high 
authority given to the canonical Scriptures by the 
early Christians. It is only because they were 
persuaded that the Holy Spirit was speak:i,.ng also 
through the writings of the Apostles that they 
could have put these writings alongside the 
Scripture of which Jesus said that God had spoken 
tt. · 

The concept of Canon 1s a simple one; it is simply 
the putting into the pidgeon hole of prophecy 
certain writings, while all other literature goes 
into the other pidgeon hole. · There is no mystique 
about the Canon. There may be a mistake in the 
list, though there is little liklihood of this. 
Christians today receive the canon through those 
who . first received the documents and accepted them 
as prophetic. The only test nowadays is the test 
of consistency. Plainly if a writing is inconsis­
tent with the rest of the ·Canon God could not have 
written it • 

. Everything that is rightly in the Canon is the 
word of God, . so tliat whatever the document is 
plainly teaching; that God is teaching. 'We will 
need of course to use the ref~ective gifts given 
by God to us and to others, ·to find out what God 
is teaching us . through these historic documents .• 
For the .most part this is plain, but sometimes it 
needs some degree ·of exegetical skill to elucidate 
the meaning. For e:xample ·, 'we need .. to eluc.ida te 
the principle Which is be{ng expressed from the 
cultural form through which :the pririciple is . . . 
expressed. For · u the culture changes,the form 
of expression may no long~r be .. appropriate, out 
the principle taught us thr6ugh ·this expression 
will be abi'ding· and- part' of God' s reirela tion· .to us. 
But we are not at' liberty 'to set aside . what ' 
Scripture teaches once this is established, for 
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Scriptvre.is .. author.itative. · · It- is God•s -- word to 
us and his word is infallible, reliable, and will 
not trip us up. From this it follows that God 
will not speak one sentence of a writer and not the 
next; just as when Isaiah said "Thus saith the 
Lord", the whole · of wbat :he said under this heading 
is the word of God. Of course the prop~et may be 
a false prophet, or the apostle a false apostle. 
But this was not the view of the early Christians 
with regard to our Scriptures. Though we are at 
liberty to believe that the early church made a 
mistake in its inclusion of any · particular book 
(or part of that book), and so may reject this 
from the Canon, we are not at liberty to pick and 
to choose from among the statements of a writer 
that we accept as prophetic as to what we would 
like to believe or to obey. 
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THE E!ID OF "BIBLICAL THEOLOGY" (SO-CALLED) 

Review of'. the articie entitled , '.'Trends and · 
Perspectives in Biblical Theology" by the 

' · ~ 
\ 

Reverend Professor James Barr, read at the Fifth 
In~ernational Congress in Biblical Studies, Oxford 
3rd September, 1973, published in the Journal of 
Theological Studies, October, 1974. 

Read to the Fellowship of Biblical Studies, Sydney 
July 24, 1975 by D.B. Knox. 

This is an important article. It sings the swan 
song of biblical theology as this term is applied 
to a phenomenon of the immediate post war .world of 
biblical studies. 

It is a short article of only seventeen pages. 
Barr acknowledges that biblical theology is a 
broad term but for the purpose of the article he 
distinguishes three senses. Firstly the term 
describes a movement in modern theological studies 
which reasserted the authority of the Bible though 
in a changed form, and secondly as a sub-section 
of this movement he uses the term to describe the 
writing of books which are theologies of the Old 
or New Testament, and thirdly he uses it in a 
f'urther sub-division for monographs which talce a 
more limited area, e.g. the theology of the 
Deuteronomist or Luke's view of history or the 
meaning of the covenant and so on. 

Barr regards G. Ernest Wright's The Old Testament 
against its Environment 1950 and God who Acts 1952 
as good examples of the movement in its hey-day. 
The books of the movement are characterized by 
two assumptions: 
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i) that--there -is a -unity to be discovered in the 
Bible and _ 

ii) that if' the Bible's teaching can be truly 
distilled, -the --di-stillate would have-, without 
further argument, a normative status. 

Consequently the writers of the movement assumed 
tha} biblical theology was quite distinct from 
study of religions. Barrhowever, reaches the 
conclusion that all this is now in the past. The 
history and stu,dy of religion is flourishing as 
never b~fore while biblical theology has ceased. 
It has been absorbed by the history of religions. 
This should not l::iave been the case if the pre­
suppositions of biblical theology were right. 
Indeed as Barr points out, biblical theology was 
intended to keep at bay the history of religions 
and philosophical theology. But these grow 
stronger as it withers. It had hoped to re-state 

-the autherity of the Bible, but that authority is 
being questioned now more ·thanever before. A 
good example of the charige of perspective is Barr's 
accusation that the biblical theology movement in 
its handling of the Old Testament failed to -do 
justice to Judaism as a r~ligion that stands in 
valid contilluity with the Old Testament. In other 
words Ba.iT assumes the very thing that biblical 
theology denied, namely the continuum o:f religious 
experience in the Old Testament with other forms 
of religion, and in particular with Judaism. If 
Barr's assumption is correct and it is a near 
univer$al assumption nowadays, then, in my judgment 
there can no longer be any such thing as Christian 
theology as a _d:i.scipline in its "own right, as in 

· the _past. - It now becomes ~erely a $ubdivision of 
the study-"of htirDan religious:i.ty and 'religious 
ideas. Barr -affirms that instead of the-unity, 
the theologica1 diversity of the Bible is now 

. • · 1 ' • • 
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accepted, and that its authority qua Bible, can no 
longer be assumed. Just as Professor Wiles regards 
systematic theologians like Barth as poets, (The 
reran.king of Christian theo~ p.107) rather than 
scientists so Professor Barr likens the Biblical 
theologian to a landscape painter. Imposing his ___.. 
own interpretative unity on the survey. 

J;t will be seen then that Barr's article is 
important as indicating a watershed which has been 
crossed some time ago and of which Barr is well 
dovm the slopes on the other side • . Indeed the 
watershed was crossed by the supporters of biblical 
theology themselves. They are on the same side of 
the watershed as is Barr., . though at the time they 
strenuously denied that they were in this position, 
and sought to maintairi a position on the other 
side of the watershed by affirming the uniqueness 
of biblical religious experience. For example, 
Wright wrote in the foreword to The Old Testament 
against its Environment that the purpose of his 
book was to · -111ay emphasis upon those central 
elements of Biblical. faith which are so unique and 
sui genesis that they cannot have developed by any 
natural evolutionary process from the pagan world 
in which they appeared." But Barr has proved that 
this position was an :impossible one by showing 
that there are now no scholars, not even Wright 
himself, who occupy the position dug out and 
fortified with such gusto in the early fifties. 
As Barr points out, the distinctive feature of 
the problem is the authority of the Scriptures, 
and the distinctive feature of the biblical. 
·theology school was to place the authorotive 
revelation of God in the acts narrated .in the Old 
and New Testament, and not in the verbal propo­
sitions of the narrative, e.g. "The .Bible is not 
primarily the word of God, .but the record of the 
acts of God, together with the human response 



thE!reto" G.E. Wright, The God who Acts p.107. As 
I pointed out in an article in Febrtia.ry 1960 in the 
Refonned Theological Review, revelation tJ::lrough 
uninterpreted acts is a ·chimera and the tenor of 
B3.rr 1s article confirms that ·this is so. The prob­
lem that christiah theologians must grapple is 
.whether there is a revelation from God unique to 
the Old and New Testaments. Biblical theology 
said that there was, but accepted the presuppo­
sition of modern scholarship as to th.e fallible 
character of the biblical writings, so that these 
theologies were forced to say that the supernatural 
revelation which they affirmed lay in the acts and 
not in the interpretive narrative of the acts. 
But while maintaining this position that revelation 
was in acts and not in propositions, they ignored 
one of the most f'undamental of the acts of God as 
narrated in the Old and New Testaments, namely, 
the act of prophecy. Prophecy .is verbal action, 
and in the Old and New Testaments this verbal 
action of God is sometimes auditory, at other times 
enscripturated • .. 1nde~d all our lmowledge of the 
auditory and other acts of God comes through 
enscriptura.ted prophecy' . for it is th:iJ;l character 
that the Scriptures claim for themseives. 
Prophecy is the phenomenon which must be tackled 
by modern· biblical and theological studies~ "The 
God Who Acts" remains a sileri,t GOd. Wright .and 
Barr are agreed on this.· Thus they are both on 
the same side of the slope. They have both 
abandoned the God of Christianity • . For it is the 
God ·who spoke that the Christian Creed affirms, 
"Who spoke by the prophets". Thus ·the Biblical 
theology school of the fifties is hanged by its 
ovm petard of ignoring the most characteristic 
acts of the God who acts! 

·. If biblical prophecy is what it claims to be, a.rid 
if biblical writings are prophecy as they claim and 
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as they have been testified by Christ a.nq the 
Apostles; ··:-then-·there··is ·an _authority within our 
reach which is Unique, ~d. so it follows that 
·only the religious· e-xperi-en-ce which ·conforms to 
that inscripturated revelation is authentic in 
contrast to all other religious experience which 
is not based on the word of the God who spoke, 
not merely in acts which. have perished only in 
acts (as biblical theology maintained - an unstable 
position as Barr has shown), but who spoke in 
revelation contained in enscripturated prophecy, 
that is, in words infallibly given th.rough the 
action of God by His spirit and which remain with 
us today for us to read and understand and which 
bring us into relationship with the true God. 

The fatal internal contradiction of the Biblical 
theology movement was that while seeking to main­
tain belief in the transcendent God, it exhausted 
any supernaturalness from the acts on which it 
based its knowledge of Him. 

The phenomenon of enscripturated prophecy is the 
watershed. It is a thoroughly supernatural 
phenomenon as is the incarnation and God's speak­
ing the Ten Words out of the fire at Sinai. If 
the phenomenon is accepted as actual, then the 
ca:non and tradition is merely a commentary, 
accurate or otherwise, on the revelation, so that 
both ca.non and tradition become subordinate and 
anciliary. But from Barr's standpoint they 
rightly become central, as he emphasizes in his 

· article, :for they are then a most important aspect 
·of the history of religion which in the fa~e of 
.den;i.al of the phenomenon of prophecy, and in 
particular, inscripturated prophecy, becomes the 
only source of our knowledge of religious truth. 
In a word, _the crux is whether prophecy exists, 

. for if it does it must supersede exp_erience as 
the subject niatter of theology. 

D. B. KNOX 
July 24, 1975. 


