Canons of the Old Testament

(excerpt from: Barry L. Bandstra, Reading the Old Testament, 1999)

A final authoritative collection of books is called a canon. This implies that other books were available but were not chosen. The biblical canon institutionalizes the choices that were made. There were, in fact, many more Jewish writings, written in both Hebrew and Greek, circulating within the Jewish community before the common era. But the Jewish community came to accept only a certain number of books as the ones through which they believed God spoke. These they treated as divinely inspired books.

    
But not all Jews accepted the limits of this particular collection called the Hebrew Bible. There were many Jews living outside the territory of Palestine in what were largely Greek-speaking areas, called the Dispersion or the Diaspora. The Jewish communities of the Diaspora, especially the one in Alexandria, Egypt, were literarily productive, and had their own ideas of what should be included in the canon. They had come to revere other books in addition to those included in the canon recognized in Palestine.
   

The additional materials, some complete books, others just appendixes, are known as the Apocrypha. They are accepted as part of Scripture by the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches. The Greek canon, which includes the Apocrypha, is called the Septuagint (often abbreviated by Roman numerals LXX, referring to the seventy-some Israelite elders who translated the Hebrew Bible into Greek). Protestant churches, along with the Jewish community, deny the authority of the apocryphal books and instead accept the more restricted Hebrew Bible of Palestinian Judaism.
       

Traditionally Jews and Christians have traced the origin of the Bible to God. The doctrine of biblical inspiration affirms that the very words of the biblical text in some significant way came directly from God. Using human agents, God "inscripturated" his word for humankind. Whatever one's view of the inspiration of the biblical text, all students of the text would agree that the text was also delivered through human agency.
   

Many groups and individuals were responsible for handing down the material contained in the Old Testament and for giving the individual books their final shape. Most remain nameless to this day. Even the books of identifiable prophets such as Isaiah and Amos were not entirely written by those men. The books are collections of their sayings which anonymous editors gathered together and annotated

 

Much of the material that eventually was included in the Hebrew Bible started out as folktales, songs, and religious liturgies. The common people inherited these stories and passed them on from one generation to the next by word of mouth. Oral tradition, as it is called, was the source of many of the stories that have survived about Israel's ancestors and early history. Priests and highly trained scribes, typically employed by the king, were virtually the only ones able to read and write. They were responsible for gathering materials from oral and written sources, organizing them, and compiling them into books. Probably the earliest that any books were written down was around 950 B.C.E. during the reign of Solomon, the king of Israel at its golden age


    The Hebrew Bible took centuries to shape. After individual books were completed, they were joined into collections of books. The earliest collection was the Torah. It was given its overall shape sometime during the Babylonian exile and was accepted as authoritative by 400 B.C.E. The Torah was followed by the Prophets, which was finalized around 200 B.C.E. After the Writings were added to these, the Tanak was completed around 100 C.E., as reflected in a conference of rabbis meeting at Jamnia. Though the process was in fact much more complicated than the above summary implies, the Hebrew Bible as we know it today became a fixed collection after a long period of growth and development.
The Canonization of the Old Testament and the New Testament
(adapted from Paul Hahn, the University of St. Thomas, Houston, Texas)

OLD TESTAMENT CANON
1000-50 BC: 

The Old Testament (hereafter "OT") books are written. 

C. 200 BC: 

Rabbis translate the OT from Hebrew to Greek, a translation called the "Septuagint" (abbreviation: "LXX"). The LXX ultimately includes 46 books. 

AD 30-100: 

Christians use the LXX as their scriptures. 

C. AD 100: 

So Jewish rabbis meet at the Council of Jamniah and decide to include in their canon only 39 books, since only these can be found in Hebrew. 

C. AD 400: 

Jerome translates the Bible from Hebrew and Greek into Latin (called the "Vulgate"). He knows that the Jews have only 39 books, and he wants to limit the OT to these; the 7 he would leave out (Tobit, Judith, 1 Maccabees, 2 Maccabees, Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach [or "Ecclesiasticus"], and Baruch--he calls "apocrypha," that is, "hidden books." But Pope Damasus wants all 46 traditionally-used books included in the OT, so the Vulgate has 46. 

AD 1536: 

Luther translates the Bible from Hebrew and Greek to German. He assumes that, since Jews wrote the Old Testament, theirs is the correct canon; he puts the extra 7 books in an appendix that he calls the "Apocrypha." 

AD 1546: 

The Catholic Council of Trent reaffirms the canonicity of all 46 books. 

New Testament Canon

C. AD 51-125: 

The New Testament books are written, but during this same period other early Christian writings are produced--for example, the Didache (c. AD 70), 1 Clement (c. 96), the Epistle of Barnabas (c. 100), and the 7 letters of Ignatius of Antioch (c. 110). 

C. AD 140: 

Marcion, a businessman in Rome, teaches that there were two Gods: Yahweh, the cruel God of the OT, and Abba, the kind father of the NT. So Marcion eliminates the Old Testament as scriptures and, since he is anti-Semitic, keeps from the NT only 10 letters of Paul and 2/3 of Luke's gospel (he deletes references to Jesus' Jewishness). Marcion's "New Testament"--the first to be compiled--forces the mainstream Church to decide on a core canon: the four gospels and letters of Paul. 

C. AD 200: 

But the periphery of the canon is not yet determined. According to one list, compiled at Rome c. AD 200 (the Muratorian Canon), the NT consists of the 4 gospels; Acts; 13 letters of Paul (Hebrews is not included); 3 of the 7 General Epistles (1-2 John and Jude); and also the Apocalypse of Peter. 

AD 367: 

The earliest extant list of the books of the NT, in exactly the number and order in which we presently have them, is written by Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria, in his Easter letter of 367. [Note: this is well after the Constantine's Edict of Toleration in 313 A.D.] 

AD 904: 

Pope Damasus, in a letter to a French bishop, lists the New Testament books in their present number and order. 

AD 1442: 

At the Council of Florence, the entire Church recognizes the 27 books, though does not declare them unalterable. 

AD 1536: 

In his translation of the Bible from Greek into German, Luther removes 4 NT books (Hebrews, James, Jude, and Revelations) from their normal order and places them at the end, stating that they are less than canonical. 

AD 1546: 

At the Council of Trent, the Catholic Church reaffirms once and for all the full list of 27 books as traditionally accepted. 

