God-Breathed Books
Second Timothy chapter three in verse sixteen tells us that all scripture is God-breathed and is useful for people today.  The Bible consistently affirms that it is not a merely human document, but that it is inspired by God.  However, the question naturally arises: Which books count as scripture?  This paper gives an overview of the Bible’s teaching on the books of scripture and some historical context to the acceptance of these books.

Old Testament

The books referred to as the Old Testament were the scriptures given to the Israelite people through the prophets.  When Jesus spoke of the scriptures, these are what he was speaking about.  English Bibles follow the order of books found in the Greek translation of these Hebrew Scriptures.  In the Hebrew Bible, however, these books are arranged in a different order following a threefold division: The Law – The Prophets – The Writings.  The Law refers to the works of Moses, the first five books of the Bible.  The Prophets included Judges and Joshua, along with the books referred to as prophets today.  The Prophets also included 1st and 2nd Kings as written by a prophet.  The Writings were books such as Daniel and the Song of Solomon which were recognized as inspired Scripture but were not written by a regular prophet.  Daniel, for example, was a statesman who was given visions and who received messages from angels.  This was considered different from Isaiah who received a prophetic call directly from God and a message from him.  The last book to be written of the Old Testament, Malachi, was written about 435 B.C.  From this point to the time of Jesus it was widely recognized that no new scripture was written.  While books such as Maccabees or Ecclesiasticus were religious in nature, they did not claim to be scripture nor were they accepted as such.  

Closing of the Old Testament
The book of 1 Maccabees written about 100 B.C. records the Jewish people retaking the temple from the Greek King Antiochus.  In it, the defiled altar of the temple was torn down and stored “until there should come a prophet to tell them what to do with it.”  1 Maccabees 4:46  It was recognized that there were no prophets in Israel.

Josephus, a Jewish historian writing shortly after the time of Jesus recognized in his book “Against Apion” that no scripture had been written from the time of King Artaxerxes (about 435 B.C.) until the present.  

The Rabbinic school of Jamnia, around A.D. 90 discussed issues of the Old Testament using the same list of books as are in it today.

Authority of the Old Testament as Inspired
Many times the Old Testament claims to be the very words of God himself. –  Deut. 18:20-22, etc.

Jesus, in Luke 24:44, speaks of the Law of Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms, roughly corresponding to the Hebrew divisions of the Old Testament.  Further, Jesus often quoted from the Old Testament as the Word of God.

Many other New Testament authors quote from the Old Testament as the Word of God.  All but three of the Old Testament books are quoted at some point in the New Testament.

Standards for the Acceptance of Old Testament Books
The Jewish people seem to have had three standards by which to judge a book as being scriptural or not.  

1. Did the book claim to be from God?  Did it indicate that God was speaking through a messenger?
2. Was the author recognized as a prophet or authoritative messenger of God?

3. Were the facts of the book historically true?

The New Testament

As the apostles wrote letters to various churches, it was recognized that what they wrote was on level with the Old Testament scriptures even by each other.  Peter specifically puts Paul’s writings on the level of inspired scripture in 2 Peter 3:15-16.  However, books falsely claiming to be by apostles also began circulating early on.  Paul had to deal with false claims about his teaching early on.  In Galatians 6:11 he tells them to see the large letters that he writes by his own hand.  He signs the book himself to say it is from him.  Also, early heretical groups began challenging some of the books that were accepted as scripture, such as Matthew.  In light of these things the church began to discuss and settle on which books were genuinely scripture and which were not.  This was not the church assigning “Scripture Status” to a select group of books, but of them recognizing which books came to them as genuinely inspired as opposed to mere human writings.  

Authors:
Hebrews 2:3-4 tells us that God bore witness to his messengers with signs and miracles.  The apostles did perform many miracles as recorded in the book of Acts.  These miracles testified to the early church that God was at work in them and validated them as his messengers just as miraculous signs had done for the prophets of the Old Testament.

Early Church
The early church recognized most of what is now the New Testament as scripture very early on.  Their standards for doing so were these:

1. Internally, did the book give evidence of being inspired?  Did it agree with other known scripture?  Was it historically true?  Was it of proper spiritual character?  Did it edify the church?

2. The Human Side: Was the author an apostle or associate of an apostle?  Luke, for example, was an associate of Paul.  Secondly, was the book universally accepted by the church?

Early Witnesses
Certain early church leaders mentioned or quoted from some New Testament books as scripture very early on.  These quotations were given for a purpose, however, and not as exhaustive lists of scripture.  These early quotes show that the church accepted New Testament writings as scripture more than that they display an exhaustive list of that scripture.


Clement of Rome in A.D. 95 recognized eight New Testament Books.


Polycarp, a disciple of John, in A.D. 108 recognized 15 New Testament Books.

Ireneaus in A.D. 185 recognized 21 books.

Canon
A canon is a standard.  The canon of scripture is the list of those books considered to be inspired.  In A.D. 170 the Muratorian Canon included all of our New Testament books except Hebrews, James, and one letter of John.  The issue with those three books was a question of authorship rather than content and so they were eventually recognized as well.  They were used at this early time, but some had questions as to who wrote them.

By A.D. 363 the council of Laodicea declared that the books of our Old and New Testaments were the only books to be read in churches as authoritative.  The church father Athanasius along with the councils of Hippo and Carthage agreed with this declaration.  The church as a whole had weighed the evidence including the testimony early on of disciples of Jesus’ disciples (Polycarp) and determined that the books of our modern Bible and only those books were inspired by God.

Conclusion

Our Bibles claim to be God’s word, something that not all other religious writings even claim.  Our Bibles are full of fulfilled prophecy so much so that some believe the prophets lived hundreds of years later than they claimed.  Our Bibles have a power in them that is wholly lacking in other ancient writings.  Additionally, we have the testimony of men much closer to the original writings vouching for the origins of these books.  Our Bibles are the complete and only inspired Word of God.
