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 1 

RELIGIOUS FIGURES AND SACRED TEXTS 2 

 3 

THE BIBLE AS A SOURCE OF WISDOM AND AUTHORITY 4 

 5 

Important point to note from the start: Jewish believers use the Hebrew Bible as their 6 

scripture. Christians refer to the Hebrew Bible as the Old Testament. Remember that if you 7 

are talking about the Hebrew Bible from a Jewish perspective, refer to it in the exam as the 8 

Hebrew Bible and not the Old Testament, because that is just what Christians say! 9 

 10 

HOW WAS THE BIBLE ESTABLISHED AS CANON? 11 

Key terms: Canon, Church Fathers 12 

The term came to have two meanings: 13 

1. The norm, or the standard by which we judge things 14 

2. A standardised list 15 

 16 

The books in the Bible are not the only books that tell us about Jesus and his life on earth, 17 

there are other books such as the Gospel of Thomas. The early Church used many of these 18 

books to inform their faith, however, the Church Fathers (leading figures in the Early 19 

Church whose writings have been influential on Christianity, such as St. Athanasius) thought 20 

that some of these books might mislead people in their faith. Therefore they created the 21 

Canon, which is the official standardised list of scripture known today as the Bible.  22 

 23 

THE CHRISTIAN CLAIM ABOUT THE CANON 24 

Christians believe the books in the Old and New Testaments are ‘canon’ (official). The books 25 

of the Bible are written across a time period of around 1000 years, by different authors, in 26 

different languages and are found in different styles such as history, poetry and parables (so 27 

this is a big claim to make!). 28 

 29 

There were some disagreements over which books should be included in the Canon, how do 30 

we decide which books are more accurate, reliable or important? Also there were different 31 

versions of the Hebrew Bible available at the birth of Christianity. There were also some 32 

books claiming to be written by important figures to gain authority when they were actually 33 

probably written by someone else e.g. almost all scholars believe that St. Paul did not write 34 

the letter to the Hebrews! 35 
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 36 

THE JEWISH CANON 37 

The Jewish Bible is not exactly the same as the Christian Old Testament. While all Jews 38 

agree on which books form the Hebrew Bible, not all Christians agree on which books make 39 

up the Old Testament.  40 

The Hebrew Scriptures are structured as follows: 41 

1. The Law (Torah) are books 1-5, traditionally thought to be written by Moses (but 42 

most likely not!) 43 

2. The Prophets (Nevi’im), including the former prophets (e.g. Joshua), the latter 44 

prophets (e.g. Isaiah) and the 12 Minor prophets (e.g. Amos) 45 

3. A set of diverse writings (Kethuvim), including poetical books, prophecy and history. 46 

An example would be 1 and 2 Chronicles. 47 

This is why Jews sometimes refer to the Bible using the acronym TNK (pronounced Tanak) 48 

 49 

WHEN DID THE HEBREW BIBLE BECOME CANON? 50 

We can’t be sure of the exact date these books were first considered canon by Jewish 51 

believers. Many scholars believe the three parts represent three stages in the formation of the 52 

canon (so the Torah would be the oldest of the three).  53 

 54 

One possible account (although it is disputed) is as follows: 55 

The Torah was shared by word of mouth (orally) for centuries and written down just before 56 

the Exile of Judah to Babylon in the 6th century BCE. This was when the Jews lost the 57 

Temple as the centre of their faith and practice, and were deported from the promised land 58 

(Israel) to other parts of the Babylonian Empire. 59 

 60 

The writings of the prophets, who spoke in the name of God, probably occurred soon after 61 

this.  62 

 63 

The collection of diverse writings (Kethuvim) were not recognised as authoritative or canon, 64 

until the first centuries of the Common Era (after Christ). In Luke 24:44, Jesus refers to the 65 

scriptures as ‘the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms’, meaning only one of the 66 

diverse writings (Psalms) are mentioned as Scripture. Other places in the gospels refer only to 67 

the Law and the Prophets.  68 

 69 

The great first-century Jewish historian Josephus, refers to the Law, the Prophets and four 70 

books described as “hymns to God and precepts for the conduct of human life” (believed to 71 

be the Psalms, Song of Solomon, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes). Perhaps by this time the canon 72 

was being formed, but was not fixed yet.  73 
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 74 

HOW WERE THE DECISIONS MADE? 75 

On what basis did Jews accept or reject books that made it into the canon?  76 

There are many different factors we have to consider!  77 

1. The books had to survive (there were no photocopyers or computers so everything 78 

had to be written by hand) and there are some references to books in the Hebrew 79 

Bible that we have no knowledge or copy of today e.g. The Book of Jashar is 80 

mentioned by Joshua  81 

2. Books had to be seen to be supporting the Torah (law). This is sometimes referred to 82 

as the canon within the canon meaning that within the canon there are central ideas 83 

and themes (e.g. obedience to the law) that strongly influenced the basis on which 84 

writings were accepted or rejected into the canon. 85 

3. The most important factor is that the books that form today’s Jewish Bible were 86 

recognised by a wide variety of Jews in diverse locations as supporting their faith and 87 

practice.  88 

 89 

DIFFERENT CHRISTIAN OLD TESTAMENTS? 90 

Catholic and Protestant Bibles have different books included in their Old Testament. The 91 

New Testament writers used the Greek version of the Hebrew Bible (sometimes referred to as 92 

the Septuagint or the LXX), which included some Jewish writings that were only written in 93 

Greek and later excluded from the Jewish canon. 94 

 95 

The books were rejected by some Church Fathers e.g. Jerome but accepted by others e.g. 96 

Augustine (and Augustine’s opinion prevailed). The books included by Christians but 97 

excluded by Jews are: Tobit, Judith, 1 and 2 Maccabees, Wisdom, Sirach, Baruch. Catholics 98 

included these books in the Latin Vulgate (the edition of Bible used by the Church for many 99 

years). 100 

They refer to them as Deutero-Canonical (meaning from a secondary canon, later than the 101 

first, but still fully and equally inspired and authoritative – so they are just as important as the 102 

other books in the Old Testament!). 103 

 104 

Key thing to remember: There were different versions of the Bible, books were written in 105 

different languages, and not all books were accepted by all Christians or Jews). 106 

 107 

PROTESTANT BIBLES 108 

Protestants do not include the above list of books in their canon, but they do refer to the list 109 

as the Apocrypha (from the Greek word meaning hidden, could be used positively to say that 110 

the books contained hidden wisdom, or negatively, to say the origin of the book was 111 

unknown and its value uncertain).  112 



4 | P a g e  

 

 113 

Martin Luther didn’t believed the books were false or heretical because many of them 114 

supported purgatory and undermined the theme most important to him: Justification by faith 115 

alone, as a gift from God. Some Protestant bibles include the Apocrypha, but in a separate 116 

section, while others exclude them altogether. They may be included alongside other Jewish 117 

works that were written around the same time. This collection is often referred to as 118 

Intertestamental literature (meaning the books were writing after the Hebrew canon was 119 

fixed, but before the New Testament writings were completed). 120 

 121 

Note: There is no disagreement about the number or order of the New Testament books 122 

among Christian churches.  123 

 124 

THE NEW TESTAMENT CANON 125 

At the very beginning of Christianity, the only writings available to believers were the Jewish 126 

writings. Christian teachings such as the sayings of Jesus and the teachings of the Apostles 127 

were taught orally as truths directly from God.  128 

The next phase of development saw the letters of St. Paul, who wrote to various different 129 

communities (e.g. the Corinthians and Romans) at the beginning of the 50s CE. These letters 130 

were eventually copied and circulated around all Christian communities, and are still read 131 

today. These letters were followed by the Gospels (70-100 CE) as well as other letters (e.g. 132 

James) and one book of prophecy (Revelation).  133 

 134 

By the 2nd century, there were many different collections of these writings, most containing 135 

the four gospels and many of Paul’s letters. There was a growing recognition that these 136 

writings were ‘scriptures’ and just as important as the Hebrew Bible.  137 

 138 

KEY TERMS:  139 

Diatessaron – a harmony of the four gospels written in the 2nd century and popular in some 140 

Syrian churches for around 200 years. 141 

Muratorian Canon – the oldest known list of books of the New Testament, dated as early as 142 

170 CE. It contains 22 of the 27 books found in today’s New Testament and also mentions 143 

books that should not be included because they are forgeries.  144 

 145 

HOW NEW TESTAMENT BOOKS WERE CHOSEN? 146 

No written criteria but three factors guiding the early Church: 147 
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1. Books had to have a connection to the apostles to be considered scripture (written by 148 

an apostle or someone directly connected to them) 149 

2. Writings had to have a connection with churches, recognised as supporting the faith 150 

by Christians in diverse communities 151 

3. The books had to conform to the faith of Christianity (e.g. supporting the central 152 

belief that Jesus’ coming, life, death and resurrection are crucial for the faith) 153 

 154 

DISAGREEMENTS ABOUT THE NEW TESTAMENT 155 

In the 2nd century a chruch leader called Marcion created a Bible that include only Luke’s 156 

Gospel and the letters of Paul. He believed the God of the Old Testament was inferior to the 157 

God of the New Testament (notice he thinks they aren’t the same God) and he attempted to 158 

remove all references to Judaism from his version of the Bible.  159 

 160 

The Apostolic Fathers (Christian theologians of the first two centuries taught or heavily 161 

influenced by the Apostles) rejected Marcion’s Bible. They believed the Christian Bible 162 

should also contain the Old Testament since the same God who was at work in Israel was 163 

also active in the life of Jesus. 164 

 165 

The works of the Apostolic Fathers tell us that the book of Hebrews and Revelation were 166 

both debated, because their apostolic authorship was unclear. Also some groups of Christians 167 

considered heretical favoured these books, and so the Church was less favourable towards 168 

them. The Church eventually concluded these two books did affirm the faith and were 169 

important parts of the bible. 170 

 171 

There are also other books written during the second century by Church leaders that as seen 172 

as helpful today. These incliude the Didache (an ancient Christian book of instruction) and 173 

the Shepherd of Hermas (an early Christian book containing parables and visions dated 174 

from the 1st and 2nd centuries). These weren’t included in the canon, not because they are 175 

wrong, but because they were written later than the Apostolic writings.  176 

 177 

Aside from the few debates that emerged, there was a wide consensus about the 27 books that 178 

make up today’s New Testament. The official decision that these books were canon didn’t 179 

actually come till the end of the 4th century and beginning of the 5th century!  180 

 181 

WHY IS ORDER IMPORTANT? 182 

The books are not in chronological order even though they might appear to be. For example, 183 

in the New Testament, the earliest book is Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians (written in the 184 

early 50s), but it is placed after the Gospels and several of Paul’s letters.  185 

 186 
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THE ORDER OF THE HEBREW BIBLE/OLD TESTAMENT 187 

How we order things often reflect importance. The Bible begins with the Torah (law), 188 

establishing God’s covenant with Israel through the Law given to Moses as well as later 189 

extensions and explanations of it.  190 

The prophets describe the highs and lows of Israel living within that covenant.  191 

The diverse writings give various insights on how we might live faithfully in different 192 

situations.  193 

The Torah is considered the most important and at the heart of the Hebrew Bible.  194 

 195 

The Christian Old Testament follows the order of the LXX (Greek version) and so ends with 196 

the minor prophets, whereas the Hebrew Bible ends with Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles. 197 

The Hebrew Bible may order it this way to end with the focus on the Jews returning from 198 

exile and rebuilding their nation. For the Christian Old Testament, ending with the minor 199 

prophets means looking ahead to the return of Elijah, which was often interpreted in the New 200 

Testament as the coming of John the Baptist.  201 

(Key thing to note here is that those who wrote the books of the Bible and those who ordered 202 

them had different agendas. They were appealing to different communities and placed their 203 

emphasis on different themes and events). 204 

 205 

THE ORDER OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 206 

The life, death and resurrection of Jesus is the canon within the canon in the New Testament, 207 

and most important, therefore it is first.  208 

It is followed by the narrative of the birth of the Church (Acts of the Apostles) and then the 209 

letters of Paul. The New Testament then ends with the book of Revelation. 210 

 211 

Other factors than just importance and chronology are used when ordering the books. For 212 

example two writings may be placed together because they are by the same author. For 213 

example, Luke’s Gospel and Acts are placed together because both are thought to be written 214 

by Luke. The storyline of different writings is also considered, for example, Joshua through 215 

to Kings tell one successive account of part of Israel’s history. Books may also be ordered 216 

according to the type of literature e.g. Prophetic books of books of wisdom. 217 

 218 

DIVERSE VIEWS ON THE BIBLE AS THE WORD OF GOD 219 

Inspiration can come in many different forms, but it is something that makes us want to think 220 

and act differently.  221 

Christians see the Bible as ‘inspired’ because those who read it wanted to think and act 222 

differently, and also because it believed to have been inspired by God.  223 

 224 
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Christians believe that in some sense, God is the author of the Bible. This leaves us with a lot 225 

of questions. 226 

1. What was the human role in this book? 227 

2. Is the Bible partly human and partly divine? 228 

3. Did the human authors have access to ideas that weren’t their own, were they 229 

unconscious tools in the hand of God? 230 

4. What about Bible passages now seen to be historically or scientifically inaccurate? 231 

 232 

 233 

DIFFERENT UNDERSTANDINGS OF INSPIRATION 234 

Christians answer these questions differently. They often either emphasise the God or divine 235 

side (objective), or they emphasise the human side (subjective) of inspiration.  236 

 237 

Those who emphasise an extreme objective view believe the authors of the Bible were 238 

merely writing down exactly what God spoke to them. Most theologians, however, recognise 239 

that there is a clear subjective and human side to each book of the Bible. Each book has its 240 

own character, tone and personal quality.  241 

Those who emphasise an extreme subjective view argue that the words of the Bibles 242 

themselves aren’t actually inspired but the human authors themselves are through the 243 

influence of Jesus and the Church. This is basically the same as saying God did not act in a 244 

special way to write the Bible but God acted in human history and experience. 245 

 246 

Note that there are various views in between these two extremes that emphasise each side of 247 

inspiration to a different degree. 248 

 249 

OBJECTIVE VIEWS OF INSPIRATION 250 

Many of the early Church Fathers emphasised the objective view of inspiration. They 251 

believed God’s spirit possessed the writers in a special way so that their complete utterance 252 

could be seen as directly from God.  253 

This view was also supported by medieval theologians who adopted the Aristotelian 254 

categories of efficient and instrumental causes. 255 

An efficient cause is responsible for initiating an event while an instrumental cause is used by 256 

the efficient causer to bring the event about. 257 

An example would be an artist using a paintbrush to create a painting. The artist is the 258 

efficient cause while the paintbrush is the instrumental cause. 259 

 260 
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Some Church Fathers disagreed though. Origen believed the authors were not completely 261 

passive but were conscious of the process of inspiration and still able to express their own 262 

views.  263 

 264 

We also need to remember that what we mean by author today is different to how the word 265 

was understood then. For example, author then meant something more like producer, so 266 

could refer to those who designed/built bridges or buildings as well, not just literary works. In 267 

addition to this, dictation of letters in the ancient world may not always mean word-for-word 268 

copying of what is being said. For example, those dictating may have given their scribes a 269 

general idea of what they wanted to say, but the scribe would be free to choose how to 270 

construct the sentences, and what language was used. So, when we think of divine dictation, 271 

it can be thought of rigidly (so the prophets etc. wrote down word-for-word what God said), 272 

or it could mean they had some freedom to say things the way they though best (a more 273 

subjective approach).  274 

 275 

Key Quotes: 276 

“It is wicked to doubt that they [the writings of the Apostles and Prophets] are free from all 277 

error” (St. Augustine) 278 

 279 

“Catholic authors tended to prefer images that allow a real place to the human mind. Even 280 

the idea of divine ‘dictation’ (first in Irenaeus) was designed for this purpose. The ancient 281 

amaneunsis was not a slavish copyist but often played an active role in giving final form to a 282 

composition” (R.D. Williams) 283 

 284 

SUBJECTIVE VIEWS OF INSPIRATION 285 

The European enlightenment (an intellectual and philosophical movement) put an emphasis 286 

on human knowledge and understanding; traditional belief in God, miracles, and the Bible as 287 

God’s word were questioned.  288 

 289 

Thinkers of this period who were sympathetic to Christianity viewed inspiration as human 290 

rather than divine. This means they thought the writers were inspired and therefore the Bible 291 

could still have meaning for Christians as the witness of writers inspired by God’s work in 292 

the world and the life of Jesus (there is still a link between the Bible and God here!). Some 293 

Christians rejected this because it may appear as though other books could be equally as 294 

inspired as the Bible.  295 

 296 

INERRANCY AND PLENARY VERBAL INSPIRATION 297 

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Christian fundamentalism reacted against the 298 

enlightenment focus on human wisdom and knowledge.  299 
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Fundamentalists argued that scientific advancements would never be at the cost of key 300 

Christian doctrines e.g. the creation of the world in 7 days and belief in miracles as reported 301 

in the Bible.  302 

 303 

At the heart of fundamentalism was an objective view of revelation. This is the idea that God 304 

gave each word of the Bible to the human writers and so its very words are inspired. The 305 

technical phrase used to describe this is plenary verbal inspiration. This means, because 306 

God spoke every word to the writers, that every single word is true.  307 

Fundamentalists argue that there are no falsehoods, contradictions or errors in the Bible (if 308 

any are found it is because they are later copies, which errors have crept into). 309 

 310 

Fundamentalists are unique in the rigidity of their views which turn all parts of the Bible into 311 

propositional truths that can be labelled either true or false.  312 

 313 

Many Christians have questionned this because although some Bible passages suggest God 314 

spoke to the writers, many others do not mention this and it appears the writers are writing 315 

from their own experience. An example comes in 1 Corinthians 7 where Paul acknowledges 316 

what he says is not a direct teaching of Jesus, he makes it clear he is giving advice, not the 317 

Lord. Therefore the Bible contains both propositional and non-propositional language.  318 

 319 

In addition to this, many books of the bible (even the Gospels) make use of multiple sources 320 

and even refer personally to their efforts in writing the texts (Acts 1:1). For this and other 321 

reasons, many Christians have rejected verbal plenary inspiration. 322 

 323 

MORE SUBJECTIVE THEORIES OF INSPIRATION 324 

Other theories include Karl Barth’s view that Jesus is the ‘word of God’. Others focus on the 325 

experience of the reader and inspiration as more than just the work of an individual writer, 326 

but the impact on an entire faith community.  327 

 328 

Balancing subjective and objective views 329 

Most Catholics and Anglicans balance the two views. The affirm God is the author of the 330 

Bible but also recognise the work of the human writers. What is important is that the Bible is 331 

true when it comes to matters of salvation, faith and morality.  332 

2 Timothy 3:16 – the Bible is “useful for teaching…and training in righteousness” 333 

 334 

Key Quote: 335 

“These [books of the Christian canon] the Church holds to be sacred and canonical, not 336 

because, having been carefully composed by human industry, they were afterwards approved 337 
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by her authority, nor merely because they contain revelation without errors, but because, 338 

having been written by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, they have God for their author and 339 

have been delivered as such to the Church herself.” (Vatican II) 340 

ACCOMMODATION 341 

This is how theologians explain how God’s authorship of the Bible can co-exist with 342 

scientific and historical errors. When you accommodate something or someone, you make 343 

changes to fit in with their wishes or needs. There has to be accommodation because there is 344 

a gap between God’s relaity and our reality. Some argue that expressions about history and 345 

science in the Bible were God’s way of accommodating those who were writing and reading 346 

the Bible a long time ago, they were made at a level which people could understand.  347 

 348 

JOHN CALVIN’S USE OF ACCOMMODATION 349 

“We must never forget that God is above and beyond our language” (Calvin) 350 

 351 

God chooses to lower Himself to make Himself intelligible to us. Calvin used the analogy of 352 

using baby talk to talk to a child, in doing this we are accommodating them. The human 353 

authors of the Bible chose to speak in language that would be easily understood by their 354 

readers. 355 

 356 

An example is Genesis 1:16 357 

‘God made two great lights – the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the 358 

night – and the stars’.  359 

Scientifically this is technically incorrect as planets such as Saturn are greater lights than the 360 

moon. Moses wasn’t in error, he was simply adapting his language so that the community 361 

could understand.  362 

 363 

Calvin believed the Bible to be without error. He argued that Gen. 1:16 is still true because 364 

the moon is the light that rules the night, from the point of view of someone from earth. 365 

Therefore the scriptures are still wholly true even when they are accommodating the reader.  366 

 367 

Some contemporary theolgians who believe that there are errors in the Bible use the concept 368 

of accommodation. Some cultural, historical and scientific assumptions are incorrect, but this 369 

is still part of God’s overall plan when accommodating us. The errors detract nothing from 370 

the theological sovereignty of God and provision of salvation through faith in Jesus. 371 

 372 

 373 

 374 

 375 


