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PREFACE TO THE FIFTH EDITION 

Reliable as what?' asked a discerning reviewer of the first edition of this little work, by way of a 
comment on the title. His point, I think, was that we should be concerned with the reliability of 
the New Testament as a witness to God's self-revelation in Christ rather than with its reliability as a 
record of historical fact. True; but the two questions are closely related. For, since Christianity 
claims to be a historical revelation, it is not irrelevant to look at its foundation documents from the 
standpoint of historical criticism. 

When the first edition of this book (my literary firstborn) appeared in 1943, I was a lecturer in 
classical studies, and had for long been accustomed to view he New Testament in its classical 
context. When I was invited from time to time to address audiences of sixth formers and university 
students on the trustworthiness of the New Testament in general and of the Gospel records in 
particular, my usual line was to show that the grounds for accepting the New Testament as 
trustworthy compared very favourably with the grounds on which classical students accepted the 
authenticity and credibility of many ancient documents. It was out of such talks that this book 
originally grew. It has (I am told) proved its usefulness to the readers for whom it was intended, not 
only in English speaking lands but in German and Spanish translations as well. 

The historical and philological lines of approach have, of course, their limitations. They cannot 
establish the Christian claim that the New Testament completes the inspired record of divine 
revelation. But non- theological students (for whom the book was written) are, in my experience, 
more ready to countenance such a claim for a work which is historically reliable than for one which 
is not. And I think they are right. It is, indeed, difficult to restrict a discussion of the New 
Testament writings to the purely historical plane; theology insists on breaking in. But that is as it 
should be; history and theology are inextricably intertwined in the gospel of our salvation, which 
owes its eternal and universal validity to certain events which happened in Palestine when Tiberius 
ruled the Roman Empire. 

I welcome the opportunity to give the book a thorough revision (not thorough enough, some of my 
friends may think); and in sending it forth afresh I continue to dedicate it to those university and 
college students throughout the world who, singly or in groups, maintain among their colleagues 
the apostolic witness to Jesus Christ our Lord. 

F. F. B. April 1959. 
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CHAPTER 1 

DOES IT MATTER? 

Does it matter whether the New Testament documents are reliable or not? Is it so very important 
that we should be able to accept them as truly historical records ? Some people will very confidently 
return a negative answer to both these questions. The fundamental principles of Christianity, they 
say, are laid down in the Sermon on the Mount and elsewhere in the New Testament; their validity 
is not affected by the truth or falsehood of the narrative framework in which they are set. Indeed, it 
may be that we know nothing certain about the Teacher into whose mouth they are put; the story 
of Jesus as it has come down to us may be myth or legend, but the teaching ascribed to Him-
whether He was actually responsible for it or not-has a value all its own, and a man who accepts 
and follows that teaching can be a true Christian even if he believes that Christ never lived at all. 

This argument sounds plausible, and it may be applicable to some religions. It might be held, for 
example, that the ethics of Confucianism have an independent value quite apart from the story of 
the life of Confucius himself, just as the philosophy of Plato must be considered on its own merits, 
quite apart from the traditions that have come down to us about the life of Plato and the question 
of the extent of his indebtedness to Socrates. But the argument can be applied to the New 
Testament only if we ignore the real essence of Christianity. For the Christian gospel is not 
primarily a code of ethics or a metaphysical system; it is first and foremost good news, and as such 
it was proclaimed by its earliest preachers. True, they called Christianity 'The Way' and 'The Life'; 
but Christianity as a way of life depends upon the acceptance of Christianity as good news. And 
this good news is intimately bound up with the historical order, for it tells how for the world's 
redemption God entered into history, the eternal came into time, the kingdom of heaven invaded 
the realm of earth, in the great events of the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus the 
Christ. The first recorded words of our Lord's public preaching in Galilee are: 'The time is fulfilled, 
and the kingdom of God has drawn near; repent and believe the good news." 

That Christianity has its roots in history is emphasised in the Church's earliest creeds, which fix 
the supreme revelation of God at a particular point in time, when 'Jesus Christ, His only Son our 
Lord . . . suffered under Pontius Pilate'. This historical 'onceforallness' of Christianity, which 
distinguishes it from those religious and philosophical systems which are not specially related to 
any particular time, makes the reliability of the writings which purport to record this revelation a 
question of firstrate importance. 

It may be replied that while admittedly the truth of the Christian faith is bound up closely with the 
historicity of the New Testament, the question of the historicity of this record is of little 
importance for those who on other grounds deny the truth of Christianity. The Christian might 
answer that the historicity of the New Testament and the truth of Christianity do not become less 
vitally important for mankind by being ignored or denied. But the truth of the New Testament 
documents is also a very important question on purely historical grounds. The words of the 
historian Lecky, who was no believer in revealed religion, have often been quoted: 
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'The character of Jesus has not only been the highest pattern of virtue, but the strongest incentive 
to its practice, and has exerted so deep an influence, that it may be truly said, that the ample 
record of three short years of active life has done more to regenerate and to soften mankind, than 
all the disquisitions of philosophers and than all the exhortation. of moralists." 

But the character of Jesus can be known only from the New Testament records; the influence of 
His character is therefore tantamount to the influence of the New Testament records. Would it 
not, then, be paradoxical if the records which, on the testimony of a rationalist historian, produced 
such results, were devoid of historical truth? This, of course, does not in itself prove the historicity 
of these records, for history is full of paradoxes, but it does afford an additional reason for seriously 
investigating the trustworthiness of records which have had so marked an influence on human 
history. Whether our approach is theological or historical, it does matter whether the New 
Testament documents are reliable or not. 

'It is', perhaps, not superfluous to remark that before going on to consider the trustworthiness of 
the New Testament writings, it would be a good idea to read them! 

CHAPTER II
THE NEW TESTAMENT DOCUMENTS: THEIR DATE AND ATTESTATION 1. What are 
the New Testament documents? 

THE New Testament as we know it consists of twentyn seven short Greek writings, commonly 
called 'books', the first five of which are historical in character, and are thus of more immediate 
concern for our present study. Four of these we call the Gospels, because each of them narrates the 
gospel-the good news that God revealed Himself in Jesus Christ for the redemption of mankind. 
All four relate sayings and doings of Christ, but can scarcely be called biographies in our modern 
sense of the word, as they deal almost exclusively with the last two or three years of His life, and 
devote what might seem a disproportionate space to the week immediately preceding His death. 
They are not intended to be 'Lives' of Christ, but rather to present from distinctive points of view, 
and originally for different publics, the good news concerning Him. The first three Gospels (those 
according to Matthew, Mark and Luke), because of certain features which link them together, are 
commonly called the 'Synoptic Gospels. 

The fifth historical writing, the Acts of the Apostles, is actually a continuation of the third Gospel, 
written by the same author, Luke the physician and companion of the apostle Paul. It gives us an 
account of the rise of Christianity after the resurrection and ascension of Christ, and of its 
extension in a westerly direction from Palestine to Rome, within about thirty years of the 
crucifixion. Of the other writings twentyone are letters. Thirteen of these bear the name of Paul, 
nine of them being addressed to churches and four to individuals. 

THEIR DATE AND ATTESTATION
Another letter, the Epistle to the Hebrews, is anonymous, but was at an early date bound up with 
the Pauline Epistles, and came to be frequently ascribed to Paul. It was probably written shortly 
before AD 70 to a community of Jewish Christians in Italy. Of the remaining letters one bears the 
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name of James, probably the brother of our Lord; one of Jude, who calls himself the brother of 
James; two of Peter; and there are three which bear no name, but because of their obvious affinities 
with the fourth Gospel have been known from early days as the Epistles of John. The remaining 
book is the Apocalypse, or book of the Revelation. It belongs to a literary genre which, though 
strange to our minds, was well known in Jewish and Christian circles in those days, the 
apocalyptic.' The Revelation is introduced by seven covering letters, addressed to seven churches in 
the province of Asia. The author, John by name, was at the time exiled on the island of Patmos in 
the Aegean Sea, and reports a series of visions which symbolically portray the triumph of Christ 
both in His own passion and in the sufferings of His people at the hand of His enemies and theirs. 
The book was written in the days of the Flavian emperors (AD 69- 96) to encourage hard-pressed 
Christians with the assurance that, notwithstanding the apparent odds against which they had to 
contend, their victory was not in doubt; Jesus, not Caesar, had been invested by the Almighty with 
the sovereignty of the world. 

Of these twenty seven books, then, we are chiefly concerned at present with the first five, which are 
cast in narrative form, though the others, and especially the letters of Paul, are important for our 
purpose in so far as they contain historical allusions or otherwise throw light on the Gospels and 
Acts. 

2. What are the dates of these documents? 

The crucifixion of Christ took place, it is generally agreed, about AD 30. According to Luke iii. I, 
the 

activity of John the Baptist, which immediately preceded the commencement of our Lord's public 
ministry, is dated in 'the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar'. Now, Tiberius became emperor in 
August, AD 14, and according to the method of computation current in Syria, which Luke would 
have followed, his fifteenth year commenced in September or October, AD a7.1 The fourth Gospel 
mentions three Passovers after this time; the third Passover from that date would be the Passover of 
AD 30, at which it is probable on other grounds that the crucifixion took place. At this time, too, 
we know from other sources that Pilate was Roman governor of Judaea, Herod Antipas was 
tetrarch of Galilee, and Caiaphas was Jewish high priest. 

The New Testament was complete, or substantially complete, about AD 100, the majority of the 
writings being in existence twenty to forty years before this. In this country a majority of modern 
scholars fix the dates of the four Gospels as follows: Matthew, c. 85-90; Mark, c. 65; Luke, c. 80-85; 
John, c. 90-100.4 I should be inclined to date the first three Gospels rather earlier: Mark shortly 
after AD 60, Luke between 60 and 70, and Matthew shortly after 70. One criterion which has 
special weight with me is the relation which these writings appear to bear to the destruction of the 
city and temple of Jerusalem by the Romans in AD 70. My view of the matter is that Mark and 
Luke were written before this event, and Matthew not long afterwards. 

But even with the later dates, the situation' encouraging from the historian's point of view, for the 
first three Gospels were written at a time when man, were alive who could remember the things 
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that Jesus said and did, and some at least would still be alive when the fourth Gospel was written. 
If it could be determined that the writers of the Gospels used sources of information belonging to 
an earlier date, then the situation would be still more encouraging. But a more detailed 
examination of the Gospels will come in a later chapter. 

The date of the writing of Acts will depend on the date we affix to the third Gospel, for both are 
parts of one historical work, and the second part appears to have been written soon after the first. 
There are strong arguments for dating the twofold work not long after Paul's two years' detention 
in Rome (AD 60- 62)Some scholars, however, consider that the 'former treatise' to which Acts 
originally formed the sequel was not our present Gospel of Luke but an earlier draft, sometimes 
called 'ProtoLuke'; this enables them to date Acts in the sixties, while holding that the Gospel of 
Luke in its final form was rather later. 

The dates of the thirteen Pauline Epistles can be fixed partly by internal and partly by external 
evidence. The day has gone by when the authenticity of these letters could be denied wholesale. 
There are some writers today who would reject Ephesians; fewer would reject 2 Thessalonians; 
more would deny that the Pastoral Epistles (I and ~ Timothy and Titus) came in their present form 
from the hand of Paul.' I accept them all as Pauline, but the remaining eight letters would by 
themselves be sufficient for our purpose, and it is from these that the main arguments are drawn 
in our later chapter on 'The Importance of Paul's Evidence'. 

Ten of the letters which bear Paul's name belong to the period before the end of his Roman 
imprisonment. 

These ten, in order of writing, may be dated as follows: Galatians, 48; I and 2 Thessalonians, 50; 
Philippians, 54; I and 2 Corinthians, 54-56; Romans, 57; Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians, c. 
60. The Pastoral Epistles, in their diction and historical atmosphere, contain signs of later date 
than the other Pauline Epistles, but this presents less difficulty to those who believe in a second 
imprisonment of Paul at Rome about the year 64, which was ended by his execution.' The Pastoral 
Epistle can then be dated c. 63- 64, and the changed state of affairs in the Pauline churches to 
which they bear witness will have been due in part to the opportunity which Paul's earlier Roman 
imprisonment afforded to his opponents m these churches. 

At any rate, the time elapsing between the evangelic events and the writing of most of the New 
Testament books was, from the standpoint of historical research, satisfactorily short. For in 
assessing the trustworthiness of ancient historical writings, one of the most important questions is: 
How soon after the events took place were they recorded ? 

3. What is the evidence for their early existence? | 

About the middle of the last century it was confidently asserted by a very influential school of 
thought that some of the most important books of the New Testament,including the Gospels and 
the Acts, did not exist before the thirties of the second century AD. This conclusion was the result 
not so much of historical evidence as of philosophical presuppositions. Even then there was 
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sufficient historical evidence to show how unfounded these theories were, as Lightfoot, 
Tischendorf, Tregelles and others demonstrated m their writings; but the amount of such evidence 
available in our own day is so much greater and more conclusive that a firstcentury date for most 
of the New Testament writings cannot reasonably be denied, no matter what our philosophical 
presuppositions may be. 

The evidence for our New Testament writings is ever so much greater than the evidence for many 
writings of classical authors, the authenticity of which noone dreams of questioning. And if the 
New Testament were a collection of secular writings, their authenticity would generally be regarded 
as beyond all doubt. It is a curious fact that historians have often been much readier to trust the 
New Testament records than have many theologians. Somehow or other, there are people who 
regard a 'sacred book' as ipso facto under suspicion, and demand much more corroborative evidence 
for such a work than they would for an ordinary secular or pagan writing From the viewpoint of 
the historian, the same standards must be applied to both. But we do not quarrel with those who 
want more evidence for the New Testament than for other writings; firstly, because the universal 
claims which the New Testament makes upon mankind are so absolute, and the character and 
works of its chief Figure so unparalleled, that we want to be as sure of its truth as we possibly can; 
and secondly, because in point of fact there is much more evidence for the New Testament than 
for other ancient writings of comparable date. 

There are in existence about 5,000 Greek manuscripts of the New Testament in whole or in part. 
The best and most important of these go back to somewhere about AD 350, the two most 
important being the Codex Vaticanus, the chief treasure of the Vatican Library in Rome, and the 
wellknown Codex Sinaiticus, which the British Government purchased from the Soviet 
Government for £100,000 on Christmas Day, 1933, and which is now the chief treasure of the 
British Museum. Two other important early MSS in this country are the Codex Alexandrinus, also 
in the British Museum, written in the fifth century, and the Codex Bezae:, in Cambridge 
University Library, written in the fifth or sixth century, and containing the Gospels and Acts in 
both Greek and Latin. 

Perhaps we can appreciate how wealthy the New Testament is in manuscript attestation if we 
compare the textual material for other ancient historical works. For Caesar's Gallic War (composed 
between 58 and 50 BC) there are several extant MSS, but only nine or ten are good, and the oldest 
is some goo years later than Caesar's day. Of the 142 books of the Roman History of Livy (59 BC-
AD 17) only thirty five survive; these are known to us from not more than twenty MSS of any 
consequence, only one of which, and that containing fragments of Books iii-vi, is as old as the 
fourth century. Of the fourteen books of the Histories of Tacitus (c. AD 100) only four and a half 
survive; of the sixteen books of his Annals, ten survive in full and two in part. The text of these 
extant portions of has two great historical works depends entirely on two MSS, one of the ninth 
century and one of the eleventh. The extant MSS of his minor works (Dialogue dc Oratoribus, 
Agricola, Gcrmania) all descend from a codex of the tenth century The History of Thucydides (c. 
460-400 BC) is known to us from eight MSS, the earliest belonging to c. AD 900, and a few 
papyrus scraps, belonging to about the beginning of the Christian era The same is true of the 
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History of Herodotus (c. 488-428 BC). Yet no classical scholar would listen to an argument that the 
authenticity of Herodotus or Thucydides is in doubt because the earliest MSS of their works which 
are of any use to us are over 1,300 years later than the originals. 

But how different is the situation of the New Testament in this respect! In addition to the two 
excellent MSS of the fourth century mentioned above, which are the earliest of some thousands 
known to us, considerable fragments remain of papyrus copies of books of the New Testament 
dated from 100 to 200 years earlier still. The Chester Beatty Biblical Papyri, the existence of 
which was made public in 1931, consist of portions of eleven papyrus codices, three of which 
contained most of the New Testament writings. One of these, containing the four Gospels with 
Acts, belongs to the first half of the third century; another, containing Paul's letters to churches 
and the Epistle to the Hebrews, was copied at the beginning of the third century; the third, 
containing Revelation, belongs to the second half of the same century. 

A more recent discovery consists of some papyrus fragments dated by papyrological experts not 
later than AD 150, published in Fragments of an Unknown Gospel and other Early Christian Papyri, by 
H. I. Bell and T. C. Skeat (1935). These fragments contain what has been thought by some to be 
portions of a fifth Gospel having strong affinities with the canonical four; but much more 
probable is the view expressed in The Times Literary Supplement for 25 April 1935, 'that these 
fragments were written by someone who had the four Gospels before him and knew them well; 
that they did not profess to be an independent Gospel; but were paraphrases of the stories and 
other matter in the Gospels designed for explanation and instruction, a manual to teach people 
the Gospel stories'. 

Earlier still is a fragment of a papyrus codex containing John xviii. 31-33, 37 f, now in the John 
Rylands Library, Manchester, dated on palaeographical grounds around AD 130, showing that the 
latest of the four Gospels, which was written, according to tradition, at Ephesus between AD 90 
and 100, was circulating in Egypt within about forty years of its composition (if, as is most likely, 
this papyrus originated in Egypt, where it was acquired in 1917). It must be regarded as being, by 
half a century, the earliest extant fragment of the New Testament. 

A more recently discovered papyrus manuscript of the same Gospel, while not so early as the 
Rylands papyrus, is incomparably better preserved; this is the Papyrus Bodmer II, whose discovery 
was announced by the Bodmer Library of Geneva in 1956; it was written about AD 200, and 
contains the first fourteen chapters of the Gospel of John with but one lacuna (of twenty two 
verses), and considerable portions of the last seven chapters.' 

Attestation of another kind is provided by allusions to and quotations from the New Testament 
books in other early writings. The authors known as the Apostolic Fathers wrote chiefly between 
AD 90 and 160, and in their works we find evidence for their acquaintance with most of the books 
of the New Testament. In three works whose date is probably round about AD100-the 'Epistle of 
Barnabas', written perhaps in Alexandria; the Didache, or 'Teaching of the Twelve Apostles', 
produced somewhere in Syria or Palestine; and the letter sent to the Corinthian church by 
Clement, bishop of Rome, about AD 96-- find fairly certain quotations from the common tradition 
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of the Synoptic Gospels, from Acts, Romans, 1 Corinthians, Ephesians, Titus, Hebrews, 1 Peter, 
and possible quotations from other books of the New Testament. In the letters written by Ignatius, 
bishop of .Antioch, as he journeyed to his martyrdom in Rome in AD 115, there are reasonably 
identifiable quotations from Matthew, John, Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, 
Philippians, 1 and Timothy, Titus, and possible allusions to Mark, Luke, Acts, Colossians, 2 
Thessalonians, Philemon, Hebrews, and 1 Peter. His younger contemporary, Polycarp, in a letter to 
the Philippians (c. 120) quotes from the common tradition of the Synoptic Gospels, from Acts, 
Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 
Timothy, Hebrews, I Peter, and I John. And so we might go on through the writers of the second 
century, amassing increasing evidence of their familiarity with and recognition of the authority of 
the New Testament writings. So far as the Apostolic Fathers are concerned, the evidence is 
collected and weighed in a work called The New Testament in the Apostolic Fathers, recording the 
findings of a committee of the Oxford Society of Historical Theology in 1905. 

Nor is it only in orthodox Christian writers that we find evidence of this sort. It is evident from 
the recently discovered writings of the Gnostic school of Valentinus that before the middle of the 
second century most of the New Testament books were as well known and as fully venerated in 
that heretical circle as they were in the Catholic Church.' 

The study of the kind of attestation found in MSS and quotations in later writer' is connected with 
the approach known as Textual Criticism.' This is a most important and fascinating branch of 
study, its object being to determine as exactly as possible from the available evidence the original 
words of the documents in question. It is easily proved by experiment that it is difficult to copy out 
a passage of any considerable length without making one or two dips at least. When we have 
documents like our New Testament writings copied and recopied thousands of times, the scope for 
copyists' errors is so enormously increased that it is surprising there are no more than there actually 
are. Fortunately, if the great number of MSS increases the number of scribal errors, it increases 
proportionately the means of correcting such errors, so that the margin of doubt left in the process 
of recovering the exact original wording is not so large as might be feared; it is in truth remarkably 
small. The variant readings about which any doubt remain' among textual critics of the New 
Testament affect no material question of historic fact or of Christian faith and practice 

To sum up, we may quote the verdict of the late Sir Frederic Kenyon, a scholar whose authority to 
make pronouncements on ancient MSS was second to none: 

'The interval then between the data of original. composition and the earliest extant evidence 
become so small to be in fact negligible, and the last foundation for any doubt that the Scripture 
have come down tous substantially as they were written has now been removed. Both the 
authenticity and the general integrity of the books of the New Testament may be regarded as finally 
established.' 
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CHAPTER III 

THE CANON OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 

Even when we have come to a conclusion about the date and origin of the individual books of the 
New Testament, another question remains to be answered. How did the New Testament itself as a 
collection of writings come into being? Who collected the writings, and on what principles? What 
circumstances led to the fixing of a list, or canon, of authoritative books ? 

The historic Christian belief is that the Holy Spirit, who controlled the writing of the individual 
books, also controlled their selection ant collection, thus continuing to fulfil our Lord's promise 
that He would guide His disciples into all the truth. This, however, is something that is to be 
discerned by spiritual insight, and not by historical research. Our object is to find out what 
historical research reveals about the origin of the New Testament canon. Some will tell us that we 
receive the twentyseven books of the New Testament on the authority of the Church; but even if 
we do, how did the Church come to recognise these twentyseven and no others as worthy of being 
placed on a level of inspiration ant authority with the Old Testament canon? 

The matter is oversimplified in Article VI of the ThirtyNine Articles, when it says: 'In the name of 
the holy Scripture we do understand those canonical Books of the Old and New Testament, of 
whose authority was never any doubt in the Church.' For, leaving on one side the question of the 
Old Testament canon, it is not quite accurate to say that there her never been any doubt in the 
Church of any of our New Testament book'. A few of the shorter Epistles (e.g. g Peter, 2 and 3 
John, James, Jude) ant the Revelation were much longer in being accepted in some parts than in 
others; 

while elsewhere books which we do not now include in the New Testament were received as 
canonical. Thus the Codex Sinaiticus included the 'Epistle of Barnabas' ant the Shepherd of 
Hermas, a Roman work of about AD ll0 or earlier, while the Codex Alexandrinus included the 
writings known as the First and Second Epistles of Clement; ant the inclusion of these works 
alongside the biblical writings probably indicates that they were accorded some degree of canonical 
status. 

The earliest list of New Testament books of which we have definite knowledge was drawn up at 
Rome by the heretic Marcion about '40. Marcion distinguished the inferior CreatorGod of the Old 
Testament from the God and Father revealed in Christ, and believed that the Church ought to 
jettison all that appertained to the former. This 'theological antiSemitism' involved the rejecting 
not only of the entire Old Testament but also of those parts of the New Testament which seemed 
to him to be infected with Judaism. So Marcion's canon consisted of two parts: (a) an expurgated 
edition of the third Gospel, which is the least Jewish of the Gospels, being written by the Gentile 
Luke; and (b) ten of the Pauline Epistles (the three 'Pastoral Epistles' being omitted). Marcion's list, 
however, toes not represent the current verdict of the Church but a deliberate aberration from it. 

The NT Documents - Are They Reliable?     9



Another early list, also of Roman provenance, dated about the end of the second century, is that 
commonly called the 'Muratorian Fragment', because it was first published in Italy in 1740 by the 
antiquarian Cardinal L. A. Muratori. It is unfortunately mutilated at the beginning, but it 
evidently mentioned Matthew and Mark, because it refers to Luke as the third Gospel; then It 
mentions John, Acts, Paul's nine letters to churches and four to individuals (Philemon, Titus, I and 
2 Timothy),' Jude, two Epistles of John, and the Apocalypse of John ant that of Peter.' The Shepherd 
of Hermas is mentioned as worthy to be read (i.e. in church) but not to be included in the number 
of prophetic or apostolic writings. 

The first steps in the formation of a canon of authoritative Christian books, worthy to stand beside 
the Old Testament canon, which was the Bible of our Lord and His apostles, appear to have been 
taken about the beginning of the second century, when there is evidence for the circulation of two 
collections of Christian writings in the Church. 

At a very early date it appears that the four Gospels were unites in one collection. They must have 
been brought together very soon after the writing of the Gospel according to John. This fourfold 
collection was known originally as 'The Gospel' in the singular, not 'The Gospels' in the plural; 
there was only one Gospel, narrated in four records, distinguishes as 'according to Matthew', 
'according to Mark', and so on. About AD 115 Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, refers to 'The Gospel' 
as an authoritative writing, and as he knew more than one of the four 'Gospels' it may well be that 
by 'The Gospel' sans phrase he means the fourfold collection which went by that name. 

About AD 170 an Assyrian Christian names Tatian turned the fourfold Gospel into a continuous 
narrative or 'Harmony of the Gospels', which for long was the favourite if not the official form of 
the fourfold Gospel in the Assyrian Church. It was distinct from the four Gospels in the Old 
Syriac version.' It is not certain whether Tatian originally composed his Harmony, usually known as 
the Diatessaron, m Greek or in Syriac; but as it seems to have been compiled at Rome its original 
language was probably Greek, ant a fragment of Tatian's Diatessaron in Greek was discovered m the 
year 1933 at Dura-Europos on the Euphrates. At any rate, it was given to the Assyrian Christians in 
a Syriac form when Tatian returned home from Rome, and this Syriac Diatessaron remained the 
'Authorised Version' of the Gospels for them until it was replaced by the Peshitta or 'simple' 
version in the fifth century. 

By the time of Irenaeus us, who, though a native of Asia Minor, was bishop of Lyons in Gaul about 
AD 180, the idea of a fourfold Gospel had become so axiomatic in the Church at large that he can 
refer to it as an established and recognised fact as obvious as the four cardinal points of the 
compass or the four winds: 

'For as there are four quarters of the world in which we live, an d four universal winds, and as the 
Church is dispersed over all the earth, and the gospel is' the pillar and base of the Church and the 
breath of life, so it is natural that it should have four pillars, breathing immortality from every 
quarter arid kindling the life of men anew. Whence it is manifest that the Word, the architect of all 
things, who sits upon the cherubim and holds all things together, having been manifested to men, 
has given us the gospel in fourfold form, but held together by one Spirit." 
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When the four Gospels were gathered together in one volume, it meant the severance of the two 
parts of Luke's history. When Luke and Acts were thus separated one or two modifications were 
apparently introduced into the text at the end of Luke and the beginning of Acts. Originally Luke 
seems to have left all mention of the ascension to his second treatise; now the words 'and was 
carried up into heaven' were added in Luke xxiv. 51, to round off the narrative, and in 
consequence 'was taken up' was added in Acts i. 2. Thus the inconcinnities which some have 
detected between the accounts of the ascension in Luke and Acts are most likely due to these 
adjustments made when the two books were separated from each other.. 

Acts, however, naturally shared the authority and prestige of the third Gospel, being the work of 
the same author, and was apparently received as canonical by all except Marcion and his followers. 
Indeed, Acts occupied a very important place in the New Testament canon, being the pivotal book 
of the New Testament, as Harnack called it, since it links the Gospels with the Epistles, and, by its 
record of the conversion, call, and missionary service of Paul, showed clearly how real an apostolic 
authority lay behind the Pauline Epistles. 

The corpus Paulinum, or collection of Paul's writings, was brought together about the same time as 
the collecting of the fourfold Gospel. As the Gospel collection was designated by the Greek word 
Euangelion, so the Pauline collection was designated by the one word Apostolos, each letter being 
distinguished as 'To the Romans', 'First to the Corinthians', and so on. Before long, the 
anonymous Epistle to the Hebrews was bound up with the Pauline writings. Acts, as a matter of 
convenience, came to be bound up with the 'General Epistles' (those of Peter, James, John and 
Jude). 

The only books about which there was any substantial doubt after the middle of the second 
century were some of those which come at the end of our New Testament. Origen (185-254) 
mentions the four Gospels, the Acts, the thirteen Paulines, I Peter, 1 John and Revelation as 
acknowledged by all; he says that Hebrews, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James and Jude, with the 'Epistle 
of Barnabas', the Shepherd of Hermas, the Didache, and the 'Gospel according to the Hebrews', were 
disputed by some. Eusebius (c. 265-340) mentions as generally acknowledged all the books of our 
New Testament except James, Jude, Peter, 2 and 3 John, which were disputed by some, but 
recognised by the majority.' Athanasius in 367 lays down the twenty seven books of our New 
Testament as alone canonical; shortly afterwards Jerome and Augustine followed his example in 
the West. The process farther east took a little longer; it was not until c. 508 that 2 Peter, 2 and 3 
John, Jude and Revelation were included in a version of the Syriac Bible in addition to the other 
twenty two books. 

For various reasons it was necessary for the Church to know exactly what books were divinely 
authoritative. The Gospels, recording 'all that Jesus began both to do and to teach', could not be 
regarded as one whit lower in authority than the Old Testament books. And the teaching of the 
apostles in the Acts and Epistles was regarded as vested with His authority. It was natural, then, to 
accord to the apostolic writings of the new covenant the same degree of homage as was already paid 
to the prophetic writings of the old. Thus Justin Martyr, about AD 150, classes the 'Memoirs of the 
Apostles' along with the writings of the prophets, saving that both were read in meetings of 

The NT Documents - Are They Reliable?     11



Christians (Apol i. 67). For the Church did not, in spite of the breach with Judaism, repudiate the 
authority of the Old Testamenty, but, following the example of Christ and His apostles, received it 
as the Word of God. Indeed, so much did they make the Septuagint their own that, although it 
was originally a translation of the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek for Greek speaking Jews before the 
time of Christ, the Jews left the Septuagint to the Christians, and a fresh Greek version of the Old 
Testament was made for Greek speaking Jews. 

It was specially important to determine which books might be used for the establishment of 
Christian doctrine, and which might most confidently be appealed to in disputes with heretics In 
particular, when Marcion drew up his canon about AD 140, it was necessary for the orthodox 
churches to know exactly what the true canon was, and this helped to speed up a process which 
had already begun. It is wrong, however, to talk or write as if the Church first began to draw up a 
canon after Marcion had published his. 

Other circumstances which demanded clear definition of those books which possessed divine 
authority were the necessity of deciding which books should be read in church services (though 
certain books might be suitable for this purpose which could not be used to settle doctrinal 
questions), and the necessity of knowing which books might and might not be handed over on 
demand to the imperial police in times of persecution without incurring the guilt of sacrilege. 

One thing must be emphatically stated. The New Testament books did not become authoritative 
for the Church because they were formally included in a canonical list; on the contrary, the 
Church included them in her canon because she already regarded them as divinely inspired, 
recognising their innate worth and generally apostolic authority, direct or indirect. The first 
ecclesiastical councils to classify the canonical books were both held in North Africa-at Hippo 
Regius in 393 and at Carthage in 397-but what these councils did was not to impose something 
new upon the Christian communities but to codify what was already the general practice of those 
communities. 

There are many theological questions arising out of the history of the canon which we cannot go 
into here; but for a practical demonstration that the Church made the right choice one need only 
compare the books of our New Testament with the various early documents collected by M. R. 
James in his Apocryphal New Testament (1924), or even with the writings of the Apostolic Fathers, to 
realise the superiority of our New Testament books to these others.' 

A word may be added about the 'Gospel according to the Hebrews' which, as was mentioned 
above, Origen listed as one of the books which in his day were disputed by some. This work, which 
circulated inTransjordan and Egypt among the Jewish Christian groups called Ebionites, bore some 
affinity to the canonical Gospel of Matthew. Perhaps it was an independent expansion of an 
Aramaic document related to our canonical Matthew it was known to some of the early Christian 
Fathers in a Greek version. 

Jerome (347-420) identified this 'Gospel according to the Hebrews' with one which he found in 
Syria, called the Gospel of the Nazarene, and which he mistakenly thought at first was the Hebrew 
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(or Aramaic) original of Matthew. It is possible that he was also mistaken in identifying it with the 
gospel according to the Hebrews; the Nazarene Gospel found by Jerome (and translated by him 
into Greek and Latin) may simply have been an Aramaic translation of the canonical creek 
Matthew. In any case, the Gospel according to the Hebrews and the Gospel of the Nazarenes' both 
had some relation to Matthew, and they are to be distinguished from the multitude of apocryphal 
Gospels which were also current in those days, and which have no bearing on our present 
historical study. These, like several books of apocryphal 'Act', and similar writings, are almost 
entirely pure romances. One of the books of apocryphal Acts, however, the 'Acts of Paul', while 
admittedly a romance of the second century,' is interesting because of a pen- portrait of Paul which 
it contain', and which, because of its vigorous and unconventional character, was thought by Sir 
William Ramsay to embody a tradition of the apostle'. appearance preserved in Asia Minor. Paul is 
described as 'a man small in size, with meeting eyebrows, with a rather large nose, bald- headed, 
bowlegged, strongly built, full of grace, for at times he looked like a man, and at times he had the 
face of an angel'. 
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