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A resurgence in the interest in other early Christian literature has brought the issue of the
Christian biblical canon(s) to the forefront. Questions in relation to what the literature was,
which literature was authoritative, and when did it become authoritative, have all been re-
opened both on a popular and scholarly level. With this climate, a re-evaluation of primary
source information in relation to the various lists was in order. The lists from Origen, Eusebius,
the Muratorian Canon, Athanasius, and to a lesser extent Tertullian, were examined. The result
was: a nuanced perspective that reflects a three level reading hierarchy that gave precedence to
the unquestioned texts, allows for mediated expansion through the questioned texts, and calls
for a complete correction of the rejected texts based on the first two levels. Further, although
none of the lists are exactly alike, substantial agreement was established between these various
lists spanning more than a 150 years. In contrast to Marcion, theological harmony did not
appear to be the main consideration in these various lists.

Introduction

With the publishing of Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code (2003) and the later released movie,
popular culture appears to be fascinated with the possibilities of other Christianities. Although
Dan Brown’s book is obviously fiction, this curious statement before the prologue lends some
sort of credibility to the fictional narrative: “All descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents,
and secret rituals in this novel are accurate’ (Brown 2003:1). A statement then from the fictional
scholar, Teabing, has some sort of credibility, where he asserts:

Constantine commissioned and financed a new Bible, which omitted those gospels that spoke of Christ’s
human traits and embellished those gospels that made Him godlike. The earlier gospels were outlawed,
gathered up, and burned. (Brown 2003:254)

With the anachronistic statement in relation to Christ’s human traits, this quotation somehow
resonates well with modern western culture.

Elaine Pagels, Bart Ehrman and Karen King, all American scholars of early Christianity, have
written books on a semi-popular level exploring a similar thesis in relation to different texts
within early Christianity (Pagels 2004; Ehrman 2005a, 2005b; King 2003). John P. Burgess in
reviewing this trend states, "These scholars also represent the spirit of 21st-century America, with
its love of diversity, its suspicion of traditional authority and its respect for personal experience’
(Burgess 2004:24). This evaluation may of course be valid in relation to these scholars, but maybe
the interest amongst those who buy these books is on a more basic and less subversive level.
Could it be that people are just simply not aware that there were other books and differing sizes
of authoritative collections?

Regardless of the motivations for those who write or buy these books, there seems to be
several common assumptions in the modern argument when scholarly and popular positions
are conflated. The first assumption is that there were many other books in early Christianity.
Secondly, these books at one point were authoritative for Christians before it was decided after
several hundred years that only 27 books would be included in the New Testament. Thirdly,
these other books represent a broader (less orthodox) view of Jesus. In turn each of these issues
will be discussed and evaluated by examining the primary source Christian book lists from circa
AD 190 to AD 367, concluding with my own nuanced evaluation of these primary texts and the
aforementioned conflated assumptions.

(Other) books in early Christianity
Origen and Eusebius

The historical data is quite clear that there were other books in early Christianity. Harry Y. Gamble
(1992) states in this regard:
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Christianity, in turn, produced a large body of its own literature
(letters, gospels, narratives of apostolic acts, apocalypses, church
orders, etc.), much of which became authoritative for various
Christian groups, and so came to be regarded as scripture
alongside Jewish scripture. But Christianity did not for a long
time attempt to create a canon. (p. 853)

In support of this statement there are lists that enumerate
certain writings that were considered authoritative in
varying degrees. Eusebius (ca. 260-340) (Stiewe 2001:927)
in 6.25 of his Historia ecclesiastica (Hist. eccl.), quoting Origen
(185-253,254) (Merlan 2001:2160), states, ‘odx &yvontéov § elvat
g vSabrkovg BifAovg, wg EPpaiot mapadidoacty, Svo kai elkoot, doog
apOpdg Ty Tap’ avtoig ototxeiwy éotty” and “elolv 8¢ ai elkoat Svo Bifhot
xab” Eppaiovg aide” (Eusebius 1932:72). In this list the following
English equivalents are given: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus,
Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, Samuel (1
and 2 as one book), Kings (1 and 2 as one book), Chronicles
(1 and 2 as one book), 1 Esdras and Ezra/Nehemiah, Psalms,
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Isaiah, Jeremiah
(Jeremiah, Lamentations, and the Letter of Jeremiah as one
book), Daniel, Ezekiel, Job, and Esther (Eusebius 1932:72).
With a further qualifying statement one more book is
added, “#w 8¢ tovtwy foti T8 Maxkapaikd” (Eusebius 1932:74).
Still quoting from Origen, Eusebius goes on, ‘@ ¢v napadéoet
pabov mepl TOV TEoTAPWY evaYYEAiWY, & Kal pova AvavtippnTd 0TIV £V
Tf) D70 TOV 0vpavov ékxkhnoiq Tod Oeod’ (Eusebius 1932:74). These
four are listed as Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. Eusebius
prefaces the further quotation from Origen in relation to
the letters of the apostles: ‘Kai &v 1@ méunty 8¢ T@v &g 10 katd
Twédvvny EEnyntik@v 6 adtdg Tadta mepl TOV EMOTOADY T@Y AMO0TOAWY
enotv’ (Eusebius 1932:74). Paul is the first one mentioned but
no number is given only that ‘008t ndoaig Eypayev aig ¢5iSatev
gxxAnotacg, & kal alg Eypaev, diyovs atiyovg énéotehev” (Eusebius
1932:74, 76). In relation to Peter it is said, ‘piav émoTodnv
opoloyovpévny katadélowey, €otw 8¢ kal Sevtépav: appipdMetar yap”
(Eusebius 1932:76). In relation to John it is said, ‘#ypayev 8¢ xai
TV AToKAAYLY ... KaTadENOLTEY Kal ETTIOTOAY TTavY OMYwV oTiXwY, E0Tw
8¢ xal Sevtépay kal Tpitny: énel 00 TavTEG Pacty yvnoiovg evan TavTag”
(Eusebius 1932:76). In a somewhat lengthy discussion of the
book of Hebrews it is concluded:
ov yap eikij of dpyaiot &vdpeg wg ITavdov adtiy Tapadeddkaoty. Tig 8¢ 6 ypdyag
TNV €m0t TO pév dAnBig Beog oidev, 1) 8¢ i Hudag ¢Baoaca ioTopia Vo
TV@Y pév Aeyovtwy dtt KMjung, 6 yevopevog émiokomog Pwpaiwv, Eypayev tiv
¢moToMy, DO TV@V 88 8L Aovkdg, O Ypayag O edayyéhov kai Tag ITpdgelg.
(Eusebius 1932:78)
If Eusebius’s citation of Origen is not overly selective,
a particular list of books is found with varying degrees
of credibility. Without any doubt are: Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Ruth,
Samuel (1 and 2 as one book), Kings (1 and 2 as one book),
Chronicles (1 and 2 as one book), 1 Esdras and Ezra/
Nehemiah, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs,
Isaiah, Jeremiah (Jeremiah, Lamentations, and the Letter of
Jeremiah, as one book) Daniel, Ezekiel, Job, Esther, Matthew,
Mark, Luke, John, an unspecified number of Paul’s letters,
1 Peter, 1 John, Revelation, Hebrews (with a question
of authorship), and Acts. Books that are listed but with
some level of differentiation are: Maccabees, 2 Peter, and 2
and 3 John.
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Eusebius gives his own discussion in relation to the books of
the New Testament in Hist. eccl. 3.25. He prefaces his list with
this statement: ‘Et\oyov § évradBa yevopévovg dvakepadatwoacdo
g SnwBeioag tig kawig Swbixng ypagds” (Eusebius 1926:256).
He lists these books after this initial statement as: Matthew,
Mark, Luke, John, Acts, Paul’s letters, 1 John, 1 Peter and
Revelation (Eusebius 1926:256). These books are summarised
with this statement: ‘kai tadta pév v dpodoyovpévos” (Eusebius
1926:256). This is even with the previous statement about
Revelation where he states, “éni Tovtoig Taxtéov, &l ye pavein, Ty
Amoxddvyy Twavvov” (Eusebius 1926:256). The next group of
books are prefaced with these words: “t@v & avrileyouévwy,
Yvwpipwy § obv Suwg Toig moMois” (Eusebius 1926:256). These
books are listed as: James, Jude, and 2 and 3 John. Only 2
and 3 John receive a further description: “etre tod edayyehotod
Tuy)Xdvovoar lte Kal £Tépov Opwvopov éxeive” (Eusebius 1926:256).
He also introduces other books that should be understood
in this category:
&v toig v6Boig katatetdybw kail Twv IMavhov IpdEewv ) ypagn 8 te Aeydpevog
Tlowry kai 1} Amoxkddv\ig ITétpov kai mpdg TovTOIG 1) Pepouévy BapvaPa
¢moTOM) Kal TOV dmooTOMwY ai Aeydpevar Adayai ét1 e, dg £pny, 1 Twdvvov
Amoxdalv\ig, el avein: v Tveg, dg épny, dbetodory, Etepol 8¢ éykpivovow
ToTg dpoloyovpévors. N & év TovTotg Trveg kai 10 ka®” EPpaiovg edayyéAiov
katéleav, @ pdhota Efpaiwv of tov Xpiotov mapadeauevor xaipovow.
(Eusebius 1926:256)
This expands this second category with these books: the Acts
of Paul, the Shepherd of Hermas, the Apocalypse of Peter,
Barnabas, the Didache, Revelation, and the Gospel of the
Hebrews (Eusebius 1926:256). It is interesting to note why
Revelation receives a double listing: ‘v tweg, wg &pny, dBetovoy,
#repot 8¢ éykpivovow toig dpodoyovpévors” (Eusebius 1926:256). The
purpose for this list is:
Srakpivovreg Tdg TE KaTd THY EKKANOLATTIKNY TapdSootv dAnOei kai drrhdoTovg
Kal dvwpoloynuévag ypagag kai Tag &Mwg mapd Tavtag, odk évdiabrkovg
pev aMa kai avtileyopévag, Spwg 8¢ mapd TALOTOG TOV EKKANOLACTIKWOY
Yvwokopévag, v eidévar Exopev adtdg Te TAvTAG Kol TAG OVOPATL TOV
dmooTéAWY TPdG TV aipeTik@y Tpogepoptvag. (Eusebius 1926:256, 258)
Although it is tempting to understand a radical distinction
between the books listed as ‘dpoloyovpévors” and “dvrieyopévorg’,
the distinction appears rather to be between these first two
lists and those writings “t@v aipetik@v’. These works are only
partially listed and described, ‘¢ ITétpov kai Owpd kal Matbia
f kol TVWY Tapd TodToug ENwWV edayyéAla Teplexovoag f wg AvSpéov kal
Twavvov kal Tdv dMwv drootédwy mpdes” (Eusebius 1926:258). The
warrant for the title “tov aipetk@v” is given with a detailed
description:
@V 0i8tv 003auds év ovyypappaTt TOV KaTd TiG S1adoxds EKKANTIATTIKGY TIg
avip &g pviuny dyayely REiwoey, Toppw 8¢ mov kal & TAg PploEwS TaAPd TO
%00g 10 dmoaTohkdOV EVaNNATTEL YapakThp, §| Te YVOuUN Kal f) TOV év abToig
Pepopévay mpoaipeais mheloTov doov Tijg dAnbodg épbodotiag dndSovaa, dtt
81 alpetik@v &v8p@v dvamldopara Tuyxdvel, cagds mapiotnow. (Eusebius
1926:258)
For these reasons this third category of books receives this
judgement: ‘80ev 008’ év véBorg adTa katatakTéov, GAN (g dToma TAVTY

Kkal Svooeps Taparrntéov” (Eusebius 1926:258).

Like the list from Origen, Eusebius’s own list reflects lists
of books with varying degrees of credibility. The first list is




those books which are ‘opoloyovpévol’: Matthew, Mark, Luke,
John, Acts, Paul’s letters, 1 John, 1 Peter, and Revelation. The
second listis those books which are “avrideyopévol”: James, Jude,
2 and 3 John, the Acts of Paul, the Shepherd of Hermas, the
Apocalypse of Peter, Barnabas, the Didache, Revelation, and
the Gospel of the Hebrews. The first list appears to represent
tag ypaghs TAg kawig dabhxns’. The second list, although
disputed, merits being listed with the first list. The third list
is the books “t@v aipetikav’: the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of
Thomas, the Gospel of Matthias, other similar Gospels of the
‘Apostles’, the Acts of Andrew, the Acts of John, and the Acts
of other ‘Apostles’. These books were not to be counted even
as a part of the disputed or spurious books (the second list)
evidently because they failed to demonstrate even disputed
character; they were viewed as completely unreliable.

Eusebius gives another discussion in Hist. eccl. 3.3. In relation
to Peter’s writings he states:
TIétpov pév odv émotoM) pia, 1) Aeyouévy adtod mpotépa, dvwpoddyntal,
Tabty 8¢ kai of wadar mpeoPiTepor dg AvapPékTw £V TOlG TPEV ADTOV
KaTakéypyTal ovyypdppacty: Ty 8¢ mepopévny Sevtépav ovk €vdiabnkov
uév eivar mapedpapey, dpwg 3¢ ToMOIG XpHotHos paveioa, HeTd TOV &wvY
2omovdaodn ypag@v. 6 ye iy TV émkekAnuévwy adtod Ipdfewy kal o
Kat’ avTOV OVOUAoUEVOY edayyéiov TO Te Aeyopevoy abtod Kipuypa kai tiy
kaAovpévny AmokdAvyty 008" SAwg év kabolikolg fopev mapadedopéva, 611
wiTe dpxaiwy pite piy kad’ Hudg Tig EkKANCIATTIKOG oVYYpaeds Taig £ adT@y
ovvexprioato paptopiais. (Eusebius 1926:190, 192)
1 Peter is established as being without any question. 2 Peter
is not identified as being undisputed like 1 Peter, but yet has
value in being treated with respect, “peta t@v dM\wv ... ypagav'.
These writings are set in contrast with the Acts of Peter, the
Gospel of Peter, the Preaching of Peter, and the Revelation of
Peter. Eusebius goes on to say, ‘aMa ti pév dvopalopeva Ilétpov,
@V povyy piav yvnoiav éyvwy émotoly kai Tapd Toig Tadat TpeaPutépolg
oporoyovpévny, Tosadta’ (Eusebius 1926:192).

Several issues come to the surface when he discusses the
writings of Paul:
T0b 8¢ ITavhov mpdSndot kal cageis ai Sexdresoapeg: 6TLye piy Trveg Hletrkaoct
v 7pdg EPpaiovs, mpog tig Pwpaiwy ékkdnoiag dg piy Iavov odoav adtiv
avtidéyeoBat prioavteg, ov Sikatov dyvoeiv: kai T wept Tav TG 8¢ TOTlg TPO HUWV
eipnuéva katd kapdv mapabrioopar. (Eusebius 1926:192)
Paul’s Epistles are emphatically stated as fourteen in
number. Presumably these include: Romans, 1 and 2
Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1
and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon, and
Hebrews. Hebrews is listed with this number with a question
in relation to whether or not Paul actually authored the text.
Bruce M. Metzger in relation to the absence of Hebrews from
Hist. eccl. 3.25 states, “‘Why Eusebius does not mention in his
list the Epistle to the Hebrews has been widely discussed;
the simplest explanation is that he included it as canonical
amongst the Epistles of Paul, which he does not identify one
by one” (Metzger 1997:205). This passage in Hist. eccl. 3.3
makes this connection explicit. The Acts of Paul are not listed
even as a part of the disputed texts.

Another text not written by Peter or Paul is mentioned
beyond this text with this rational:
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émel & 0 abtdg amdoTodog v Talg Emi TéNEL TPoopHoETY TG TPog Pwpaiovg
wAuny memointar petd @V &Mwv kal Eppd, od gacw vmapxew to TOD
Tlowévog BiPiov, iotéov dg kal tobto mpdg pév Tvwv avrdélextar, St odg
ovk &v év Opodoyovpévolg Tebein, D¢’ Etépwy 8¢ dvaykadtatov olg pdAiota
el oTotyelboewg eloaywyikiig, kékprrar 86ev AdN kal év éxxkAnoiag lopey avto
Sednuootevpévov, kai TOV TAAAITATWY S& TLYYPAPEWY KeXPNUEVOVG TIVAG AVTH

kateidea. (Eusebius 1926:192, 194)

To summarise this quotation, the Shepherd of Hermas,
although rejected by some, is listed because of Hermas’s
name being mentioned at the end of Romans, its widespread
use in the churches, and its quotation by ancient authors.

This passage in Hist. eccl. 3.3, like Hist. eccl. 3.25, appears
to divide the texts into three different categories. In the
first category are those texts in which there is no question
in relation to their character: 1 Peter, Romans, 1 and 2
Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians,
1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon,
and Hebrews. The second category includes the Shepherd
of Hermas which is questionable but still seen as valuable.
The third category includes those books that are seen as
completely questionable: the Acts of Peter, the Gospel of
Peter, the Preaching of Peter, the Revelation of Peter, and the
Acts of Paul.

Eusebius’s different lists make several key issues clear.
Eusebius was aware of many books that were present within
thelarger Christian community. Amongst these books, certain
ones were unquestioned in relation to their authenticity and
value: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy,
Joshua, Judges, Ruth, Samuel (1 and 2 as one book), Kings
(1 and 2 as one book), Chronicles (1 and 2 as one book), 1
Esdras and Ezra/Nehemiah, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes,
Song of Songs, Isaiah, Jeremiah (Jeremiah, Lamentations,
and the Letter of Jeremiah, as one book), Daniel, Ezekiel, Job,
Esther, Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Acts, Romans, 1 and 2
Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians,
1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon,
Hebrews (with a qualified statement), 1 Peter, 1 John, and
Revelation (with a qualified statement).

Another group of writings was questioned but still seen
as valuable. However, this list appears to be internally
inconsistent between the different passages. In Hist. eccl.
6.25 these books are Maccabees, 2 Peter, and 2 and 3 John. In
Hist. eccl. 3.25 this second category of books is: James, Jude,
2 and 3 John, the Acts of Paul, the Shepherd of Hermas, the
Apocalypse of Peter, Barnabas, the Didache, Revelation (with
a qualified statement), and the Gospel of the Hebrews. In
Hist. eccl. 3.3 there is only the Shepherd of Hermas.

The final group of writings is seen as totally unreliable. In
Hist. eccl. 3.25 these books are the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel
of Thomas, the Gospel of Matthias, other similar Gospels of
the ‘Apostles’, the Acts of Andrew, the Acts of John, and the
Acts of other ‘Apostles’. In Hist. eccl. 3.3 these books are the
Acts of Peter, the Gospel of Peter, th e Preaching of Peter, the
Revelation of Peter, and the Acts of Paul. What is clear is that




there is some cross listing between these last two categories
and further that this last category is not exhaustive.

Muratorian Canon

Albert Sundberg (1973) states succinctly in relation to the
Muratorian Canon:

As everyone knows, Canon Muratori is a list of New Testament
books that was found by Ludovico Antonio Muratori (1672—
1750) in the Ambrosian Library at Milan, and is contained in a
codex dating from the eighth or possibly the seventh century,
which belonged originally to Columban’s Monastery at Bobbio.
The list of New Testament books is part of this codex, which
also contains a collection of tracts and creeds that appeared
between the second and fifth centuries and that seem to have
been collected and transcribed in the eighth (or seventh)
century. (p. 1)

Muratori himself dated this statement from circa AD 196 as his
title to this fragment indicates: ‘Fragmentum acephalum Caji,
ut videtur, Romani Presbyteri, qui circiter Annum Christi 196
floruit, de Canone sacrarum Scripturarum’ (Muratori 1844:1).
Support is derived for this position through the discussion in
relation to the Shepherd of Hermas: ‘Pastorem veronuperrime
temporibus nostirs in Urbe Roma Herma conscripsit, sedente
Cathedra Urbis Romae Ecclesiae Pio Episcopo fratre ejus’
(Muratori 1844:2). Sundberg argues that this list comes from
the same general time period as Eusebius’s and Athanasius’s
lists as is indicated by the title to his article: ‘Canon Muratori:
A Fourth Century List’ (Sundberg 1973:1). He supports this
thesis in large part by his discussion in relation to the Book
of Revelation:

Butboth appear to stem from the same milieu of discussion about
the canonicity of the Apocalypse of John. And this question of
its status finds no sitz im leben in the church until subsequent to
Dionysius, and then only in the east. (Sundberg 1973:26)

However, there is ample evidence from the dispute with
Marcion that at least some, though they were considered
heretics, questioned the Book of Revelation at a much earlier
time. Eilert Herms (2007) simply presupposes the date and
purpose of the fragment as:

. am Ende des zweiten Jahrhunderts ein gegen solche
Verengungen und Erweiterungen gerichteter gesamtkirchlicher
Konsens iiber den Kreis der im Zentrum der gemeinschaftlichen
Weitergabepraxis der Kirche, als im Gottesdienst, zu lesenden
und auszulegenden Schriften erreicht ist. (p. 86)

In this damaged text, the first book found is described as
‘Tertio Evangelii Librum secundo Lucan’ (Muratori 1844:1).
The second is described as ‘Quarti Evangeliorum Joannis ex
discipulis” (Muratori 1844:1). Further in relation to John it is
said, ‘Quid ergo mirum, si Joannes tam constanter singula
etiam in Epistolis suis proferat dicens in semetipso: Quae
vidimus oculis nostris, etauribus audivimus, et manus nostrae
palpaverunt, haec scripsimus’ (Muratori 1844:2). Another
book is listed as “Acta autem omnium Apostolorum sub uno
libro scripta sunt Lucas optime Theophile comprehendit’
(Muratori 1844:2). So far, this list includes Luke, John, 1
John and Acts. With the use of the terms “tertio” and ‘quarti’
before the Gospels of Luke and John respectively, one would

Page 4 of 8 H Original Research

http://www.hts.org.za . doi:10.4102/hts.v68i1.1049

assume that the Gospels of Matthew and Mark preceded
these two texts. Metzger (1997) states:

Although the beginning of the list is fragmentary, one can be
virtually certain that the Gospel according to Matthew was
named first, and that the first line preserved in the Fragment
refers to Mark. (p. 195)

In a longer quotation Paul’s writings are discussed in detail:

Epistole autem Pauli, quae, a quo loco, vel qua ex causa directe
sint, voluntatibus intelligere, ipse declarant. Primum omnium
Corinthiis schisma haeresis inerdicens, deinceps Callactis
circumcisionem. Romanis autem ordine Scripturarum, sed et
principium earum esse Christum intimans, prolixius scripsit, de
quibus singulis necesse est a nobis disputari, cum ipse Beatus
Apostolus Paulus sequens praedecessoris sui Johannis ordinem,
nonnisi nominatim septem Ecclesiis scribat ordine tali. Ad
Corinthios prima, ad Ephesios secunda, ad Philippenses tertia, ad
Colossenses quarta, ad Galatas quinta, ad Tessalonicenses sexta,
ad Romanos septima. Verum Corinthiis, et Tessalonicensibus
licet pro correctione iteretur, una tamen per omnem orbem terrae
Ecclesia diffusa esse denoscitur. Et Joannes enim in Apocalypsi
licet septem Ecclesiis scribat, tamen omnibus dicit. Verum ad
Philemonem una, et ad Titum una, et ad Timotheum duas pro
affectu et dilectione, in honore tamen Ecclesiae Catholicae, in
ordinatione Ecclesasticae disciplinae sanctificatae sunt. Fertur
enim ad Laudecenses, alia ad Alexandrinos Pauli nomine
fictae ad haeresem Marcionis; et alia plura, quae in Catholicam
Ecclesiam recipi non potest. Fel enim cum melle misceri non
congruit. (Muratori 1844:2)

This list from Paul includes: Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians,
Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2
Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, and Philemon. The
discussion also lists John as the author of Revelation. Two
further texts are mentioned as ‘fictae ad haeresem Marcionis’,
namely letters to the Laodiceans and Alexandrians. The
statement close to the end of this passage, ‘et alia plura, quae
in Catholicam Ecclesiam recipi non potest’, also indicates
that there were many other writings viewed similarly to
these last two.

The discussion continues, distinguishing between different
types of writing:
Epistola sane Judae, et superscripti Joannis duas in Catholica
habentur. Et Sapientia ab amicis Salomonis in honorem ipsius
scripta. Apocalypsis etiam Joannis, et Petri, tantum recipimus,
quam quidam ex nostris legi in Ecclesia nolunt. (Muratori 1844:2)

Jude, 1 and 2 John, and the Wisdom of Solomon are listed
as ‘habentur’. The Apocalypse of John (Revelation) and the
Apocalypse of Peter are listed as ‘recipimus’ but qualified
by the statement ‘quam quidam ex nostris legi in Ecclesia
nolunt’.

The Shepherd of Hermas receives a fair bit of discussion as
well:

Pastorem vero nuperrime temporibus nostris in Urbe Roma
Herma conscripsit, sedente cathedra Urbis Romae Ecclesiae
Pio Episcopo fratre ejus. Et ideo legi eum quidem oportet,
se publicare vero in Ecclesia Populo, neque inter Prophetas
completum numero, neque inter apostolos in finem temporum
potest. (Muratori 1844:2)




Somehow it receives a verdict on the one hand that ‘et ideo
legi eum quidem oportet” and on the other ‘se publicare uero
in ecclesia populo” because it is ‘neque inter Prophetas” and
‘neque inter apostolos’. It should be read but not published
amongst the Prophets or Apostles.

The fragment closes with this verdict: ‘Arsinoi autem,
seu Valentini, vel Mitiadis nihil in totum recipimus, qui
etiam Novum Psalmorum Librum Marcioni concripserunt
una cum Basilide Assianum Catafrygum constitutorem’
(Muratori 1844:2). This increases the list of writings to those
of: Arsinoes, Valentinus, Metiades, and a different book of
Psalms from Marcion.

Like Eusebius, there are different categories for these writings.
Those listed with no reservation are Matthew, Mark, Luke,
John and Acts. The list from Paul includes Romans, 1 and
2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians,
1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon,
1 John, 2 and 3 John, Jude, and the Wisdom of Solomon.
Another list gives books that should be read but some think
not in the church: the Apocalypse of John (Revelation), the
Apocalypse of Peter, and the Shepherd of Hermas. A final
group is known of but should not be accepted: letters to the
Laodiceans and Alexandrians, and the writings of Arsinoes,
Valentinus, Metiades, and a different book of Psalms.

Athanasius’s 39th Paschal Letter

David Brakke (1994) summarises the significance of this
document well:

In histories of the formation of the Christian biblical canon, the
thirty-ninth Festal Letter of Athanasius of Alexandria, written
for Easter 367, holds a justifiably prominent place. Not only is
this letter the earliest extant Christian document to list precisely
the twenty-seven books that eventually formed the generally
accepted canon of the New Testament, but Athanasius is also
the first Christian author known to have applied the term
‘canonized’ (kavovi{épeva) specifically to the books that made up
his Old and New Testaments. (pp. 395-396)

The stated purpose of the letters is in opposition to the
heretics:
AN émedi) mept pv @V aipeTik@v Epviodnpey, wg vekp@v- mept 8& Hudv wg
EXOVTWY TG owtpiav Tig Oeiag Ypagds: kai poBodual wimwg, wg Eypayev
KopwBiotg TTadhog, oNiyol T@v dxepaiwy dmd Tig &mAoTHTOG Kal THg dyldTHTOg
mhavnO@ow, and TAg mavovpyiag TvdYy avBpdmwy, kal Aomov Evtuyydvew
£tépovg dpEwvTal, Toig Aeyopévolg dmokpleoLs, dratuevol Tfj Opovopig T@V
anBav BifNiwv. (Athanasius 1844:7)
He claims that he is adopting the same attitude as that of ‘ot
ebayyehotod Aovkd’ and is decidedly against those who mix
‘18 Aeydpeva andkpvpa’ with ‘1) Beonvedotw ypagfi” (Athanasius
1844:7). In relation to the list that follows he claims: ‘&8ofev
K&pol TPoTPaméVTL Tapd Yvnoiwy aSehdv, kai pabovty, dvwbev Mg
éx0éoBar T kavovifopeva kai mapaSobévra moTevbévra Te Oela efvat
BpMia’” (Athanasius 1844:8). In distinction to this statement
from Athanasius, Brakke (1994) argues the following about
this list:

In any case, Athanasius’s polemic against ‘teachers’ finds its
proper context in his effort to reduce the influence of study
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circles in Christian Alexandria and consolidate Christian life
around the hierarchical episcopate. (p. 410)

If analogy is to play a role in the assessment of Athanasius’s
list, this argument, at least in part, finds its weakness in the
observation that all of the lists considered thus far span from
different time periods, and at least one of them comes from
an earlier very influential teacher from Alexandria, namely

Origen.

Athanasius prefaces the first portion of his list stating, “#ritotvoy
TAg pév madadg Stabrkng Buphia @ dpBud T mavta eikoaidbo TooavTa
Yap, &g fixovoa, xai T otorxela T wap Epatorg eivar wapadéSovrar’
(Athanasius 1844:8). His list of “tfj¢ modaudg Stabnxng” includes
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy,
Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1-4 Kings (1-2 Samuel and 1-2 Kings),
Chronicles (1-2), 1 Esdras and Ezra/Nehemiah, Psalms,
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Job, the Twelve, Isaiah,
Jeremiah (Jeremiah, Baruch, Lamentations and the Letter of
Jeremiah), Ezekiel, and Daniel (Athanasius 1844:8).

He prefaces the second portion of the list saying, ‘v 8¢ tfg
Kkawijg TdAw ok oxvtéov eimeiv’ (Athanasius 1844:8). His list of
‘g kawils” includes Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Acts, James,
1-2 Peter, 1-3 John, Jude, Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, Galatians,
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1-2 Thessalonians,
Hebrews, 1-2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon, and Revelation
(Athanasius 1844:8-9).

He concludes this two part list with a summary statement:

Tadta wyal Tod cwtnpiov, dote TOV Sy@vta éuopeiodar T@V €v TovTOLg
Aoyiwy &v TovTolg pdvolg 1o Tig edoePaiag Sidackalelov evayyehiletat. undelg
To0To1g émPatétw: pn 8¢ TovTwy dpatpeicBuw Ti. mept 8¢ TovTWY O KbpLog
Taddovkaiovg pgv édvowmet, Aéywv TAavaode p €id0Teg Tag Ypads. Toig &
"TovSaiotg Tapfiver épevvite Tag Ypagds: 6Tt avtai eiol ai paptvpodoar mepi
¢pod. (Athanasius 1844:9)
After this strong statement, yet another list of books is
introduced:
AN Evekd ye mheiovog axpiPeiag TpootiOnpt kai TodTO Ypdwv dvaykaiwg: wg
871 0Tty kal érepa Pifhia TovTwy Ewbev: 0v kavovi{opeva ptv TeTvmwpéva 88
Tapd TV Tatépwy avayvookeodat Toig dptt Tpooepxopévols kai Povdopévorg
karnyeioBat Tov THg edoePelag Adyov. (Athanasius 1844:9)

These books that are ‘od xavovi{épeva’ but yet should
‘avaywwokesba” are: the Wisdom of Solomon, the Wisdom of
Sirach, Esther, Judith, Tobit, the Didache, and the Shepherd
of Hermas (Athanasius 1844:9). The relationship of these
three lists is reinforced and contrasted with a fourth category
of books: ‘Kai 8pwg dyammrol, kékeivawy kavovifopévwy kai Tovtwy
avaywwokopévwy oddapod T@v dmokpvewy wvhun’  (Athanasius
1844:9). The first two lists are books that are ‘xavovi{épeva’,
the third list gives those books that should ‘avaywwokesfa’,
whilst a fourth group is made up of ‘“twv dmoxppwv’. This
fourth category is described in distinction to these first
three lists: ‘@M aipetik@v éotv énivota, ypa@dvtwy ptv éte Bédovory
avté xapilopévwv 8¢ kai mpooT@éviwy avtoig xpovovs B g madai
TPoPépovTES, TPOPAOY Exwoly matdv ék TodTov Todg dxepatovs’

(Athanasius 1844:9).

Again, the lists of books are separated into different
categories. The books that are ‘xavovi{éueva’ and are made




up of “tiig madadg Sabhxng” and ‘tf¢ xavijs”: Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Ruth,
1-4 Kings (1-2 Samuel and 1-2 Kings), Chronicles (1-2), 1
Esdras and Ezra/Nehemiah, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes,
Song of Songs, Job, the Twelve, Isaiah, Jeremiah (Jeremiah,
Baruch, Lamentations, and the Letter of Jeremiah), Ezekiel,
Daniel, Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Acts, James, 1-2
Peter, 1-3 John, Jude, Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, Galatians,
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1-2 Thessalonians,
Hebrews, 1-2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon, and Revelation. The
books that are ‘o0 kavovi{épeva” but yet should “dvaywookesbar’
are: the Wisdom of Solomon, the Wisdom of Sirach, Esther,
Judith, Tobit, the Didache, and the Shepherd of Hermas. The
books that stand outside both of these categories are of “t&v

amokpvewy’ and “aipetik@v’.

Tertullian

Tertullian (ca. 160-220) (Wlosok 2001:3018), though not
listing all the texts, does at least give clues in relation to
which texts were viewed as authoritative in relation to the
confrontation with Marcion. In Ad Adversus 4.2.2 he states:

Denique nobis fidem ex apostolis loannes et Matthaeus insinuant,
ex apostolicis Lucas et Marcus instaurant, isdem regulis exorsi,
quantum ad unicum deum attinet creatorem et Christum
eius, natum ex virgine, supplementum legis et prophetarum.
(Tertullian 1971:262)

This is in distinction to Marcion’s supposed position in 4.1.1
that:

cognominatum et ad separationem legis et evangelii coactum,
qua duos deos dividens, proinde diversos, alterum alterius
intrumenti, vel, quod magis usui est dicere, testamenti, ut
exinde evangelio quoque secundum Antitetheses credendo
patrocinaretur. (Tertullian 1971:257)

This other Gospel is identified by Tertullian in 4.5.2 as ‘id
evangelium Lucae ab initio editionis suae stare quod cum
maxime tuemur, Marcionis vero plerisque nec notum,
nullis autem notum ut non eadem damnatum’ (Tertullian
1971:270).! Just before this statement another group of
writings was given in 4.5.1-2:

In summa, si constat id verius quod prius, id prius quod et ab
initio, id ab initio quod ab apostolis, pariter utique constabit id
esse ab apostolis traditum quod apud ecclesias apostolorum
fuerit sacrosanctum. Videamus quod lac a Paul Corinthii
hauserint, ad quam regulam Galatae sint recorrecti, quid legant
Philippenses, Thessalonicenses, Ephesii, quid etiam. Romani de
proximo sonent, quibus evangelium et Petrus et Paulus sanguine

1.Dieter T. Roth (2008:513-527) argues against what he views as the incorrect
impression from scholarly debate in Germany in the 1800s over the relation
between Marcion’s Gospel and Luke. In his opening paragraph he states, ‘Thus,
the incorrect impression has arisen that recent advocates of the position that Luke
was the product of a significant redactional revision after the time of Marcion are
renewing a supposed consensus that resulted from the intense discussion of the
issue in Germany 150 years ago’ (p. 513). Just before his conclusion, he gives this
evaluation: ‘Unfortunately, once again, several inaccuracies are present. First, the
type of redactional activity seen in Marcion’s Gospel and Luke (subsequent to
Marcion) — if it may even accurately be described as such — posited by Ritschl and
Volkmar is of a nature vastly different from that set forth by Hilgenfeld, whose view
is rather far from Baur’s. Secondly, even if one wished to argue that redactional
activity of some sort was identified by all four scholars, Ritschl and Volkmar certainly
did not conclude that both texts reworked a common original. Finally, not only was
there therefore no agreed-upon position or compromise, but ‘it is bewildering
that Klinghardt references Ritschl as a proponent of the “original text more closely
resembling Marcion’s Gospel” position and Volkmar for the “original text more
closely resembling Luke” position, when both clearly had concluded that Luke,
apart from a very few original readings preserved by Marcion, had been edited by
Marcion’ (Roth 2008:526).
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quoque suo signatum reliquerunt. Habemus et Ioannis alumnas
ecclesias. Nam etsi Apocalypsin eius Marcion respuit, ordo
tamen episcoporum ad originem recensus in Ioannem stabit
auctorem. (Tertullian 1971:268, 270)

The books set in opposition to Marcion’s books are: the
Law, the Prophets, the Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke
and John), Paul’s letters (Romans, Corinthians, Galatians,
Ephesians, Philippians and Thessalonians), John’s Letters,
and Revelation. Tertullian claims that Marcion has a different
version of Luke and some of Paul’s letters.

Authoritative books in early
Christianity

What is obvious from these different lists is that there was
a large body of literature that was circulating within early
Christianity. This body of literature contained writings from
a variety of recognised time periods, books inherited from
the pre-Christian era, from the Apostolic-Era, and from the
post-Apostolic Era. The lists from Origen, Eusebius, the
Muratorian Canon and Athanasius distinguish between
categories of books rather than just giving one definitive
list. These lists move from books that are unquestioned,
to those that are questioned, to those that are completely
questioned, that is rejected. The books that are seen of value
are not simply those in the first category of “‘unquestioned’
but those in the first two categories, ‘unquestioned” and
‘questioned’. The books that are ‘rejected” are not rejected
because there was some question in relation to an aspect of
authorship, distribution, or teaching, but instead because
they were dubious on all accounts, otherwise they would
have been retained with the books that were questioned in
relation to one aspect. What is developed is less an “exclusive
list" as a sort of reading hierarchy, where unquestioned
books are appropriate for complete use within every aspect
of the church, where questioned books are appropriate for
personal reading but not as a part of the public gathering of
the church, and finally, where completely questioned books
are to be rejected as imposters.

It has become customary to note that though there are lists,
none of these lists are exactly the same. This is of course true,
each of these lists are somewhat different from each other.
However, the more striking observation in the present
milieu is how similar these lists are. The list of books from the
‘Hebrews’ is only different in regard to one list that excludes
Esther (but includes it with the other books to be read) and
has the Twelve (instead?). Roger Beckwith (1985) notes in
relation to the absence of the Twelve from Origen’s list:

The omission of the Minor Prophets, whether due to Origen
himself or to Eusebius, through whom we receive the list, must
be accidental, since their canonicity was never disputed, and
Origen both appeals to their authority in his extant writings and
wrote a commentary on them, now lost’. (p. 186)

For the “Apostolic” literature, all of the Gospels are the same,
Paul’s Epistles are the same (with a question of authorship
with regard to Hebrews), and 1 Peter and 1 John are the
same. To use Eusebius’s term all of these books are found




in the “opoloyovpévors’. Another striking feature in the present
milieu is the second list of books, books that were questioned
in some regard but were yet acceptable for some type of use
by Christians. Although these lists are not similar, they do
contain the books of James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Revelation,
and the Wisdom of Solomon, that were all listed in at least
one of the lists of the ‘opoloyovpévwy’. Further, these lists
represent a fairly broad age span with the Muratorian Canon
coming from the end of the 2nd century AD, Origen’s list
coming from the mid 3rd century AD, Eusebius’s list from
the first part of the 4th century AD, and Athanasius’s from
AD 367. The argument with Marcion and these lists, with
multiple ‘levels’ of reading, also highlight at least some level
of broadening in relation to the canon.

However, one must note that the lists are different and reflect
a different canon than Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant
Bibles. This difference is both hermeneutical as well as
substantial. The hermeneutical difference is that some books
were considered to be more authoritative than others. This
is to say that not all texts have the same status within the
life of the church. The unquestioned texts are appropriate
for use in every aspect of the church. The questioned texts
are for personal reading but not for general use within the
church. The rejected books are of no value to the church,
whether corporately or personally. This hierarchy of
reading gives precedence to the unquestioned texts, allows
for mediated expansion through the questioned texts, and
calls for a complete correction of the rejected texts based
on the first two levels. Substantially this calls for an actual
personal examination of texts that in Catholic, Orthodox, and
Protestant circles have all but been forgotten. This hierarchy
is then not so much between Old and New Testaments and
Apocrypha as between these three levels of texts, where
the Old and New Testaments as listed in these texts stand
on equal unquestioned footing, with the other levels being
subject to this category.

This is a radically different position than Marcion’s as
represented by Tertullian where almostall of the unquestioned
books from these lists are rejected. This rejection is not based
on historical grounds, like these lists, but is hermeneutical.
The texts that speak about the God of law are rejected and the
ones that speak of the God of gospel are accepted, and at this,
one, the Gospel of Luke, is edited from this hermeneutical
perspective. This highlights a significant difference between
these lists and Marcion’s list. Marcion retains books solely
based on their harmony in relation to his view of God; the
other lists retain books based on their historicity, whether
from the Hebrew tradition or apostolic tradition. Robert R.
Hann (1977) summarises another harmonistic perspective
from the 2nd century AD from the Ebionites found in the so-
called Kerygmata Petrou:

Among the false passages which the Ebionites believed to have
been added to the law are those which portray God in such
anthropomorphic terms as experiencing envy, lying, hardening
human hearts, or sharing authority with others. Sacrificial
worship had not been commanded by God, but was a practice
to which the Hebrews were accustomed since their sojourn in

Egypt. (p. 236)
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He states further that:

Among the teachings which they reject are the abandonment
of the Torah by the Gentile church, its conception that Jesus is
divine, its identification of Paul as an apostle, and, perhaps, its
doctrine of the trinity. (p. 237)

Though the hermeneuticis different from Marcion’s and leads
to almost the exact opposite collection of books, the principle
appears to be the same; books are accepted or rejected based
primarily on harmonistic grounds. Martin Ebner in relation
to Marcion states, ‘Markions Schriften entsprechen inhaltlich
also durchaus der requla fidei” (Ebner 2008:47).

In the lists discussed, harmony was not the primary
consideration but used as a secondary criteria to examine
questioned texts; books were rejected only if they failed on
historical and then harmonistic accounts. It should be noted
further that this harmony was not in relation to other authors
in the apostolic tradition but the author to whom the text
was connected. This last point is supported by the wide
perspectives represented within New Testament literature.
Christiane Tietz (2007) makes a similar point whilst arguing
for wide diversity in the church:
Die Vielgestaltigkeit der Kirche nimmt konkrete Form an in
der Mannigfaltigkeit der Konfessionen, die sich alle auf den
neutestamentlichen Kanon berufen. Von der Veilstimmigkeit
des neutestamentlichen Kanons her ist dazu zu sagen: Keine

Konfession hat das Recht zu behaupten, sie allein vertrete die
christliche Wahrheit. (p. 102)

Conclusion

The search through these early lists has confirmed a wide
variety of literature that was circulating within early
Christianity. Lists that were examined gave judgements in
relation to these various books and letters over the period of
about 170 years, from circa AD 196 to 367. These lists reveal a
varied level of authority, those texts that were unquestioned,
those texts that were questioned, and those texts that
were rejected. The first level of texts was appropriate for
complete use within the church. The second level of texts
was appropriate for personal reading but not for public use
in the church. The third level of texts was rejected. These
lists were based first on historical considerations and second
harmonistic considerations were used to evaluate texts that
were questioned based on historical considerations. Texts
were not rejected because they failed on one account, but
rather because they failed on multiple accounts. As was
stated in the previous section, ‘This hierarchy of reading
gives precedence to the unquestioned texts, allows for
mediated expansion through the questioned texts, and
calls for a complete correction of the rejected texts based
on the first two levels. Substantially this calls for an actual
personal examination of texts that in Catholic, Orthodox and
Protestant circles have all but been forgotten’. This all is in
contrast to Marcion’s view where harmonistic considerations
were of utmost importance. Each of these considerations
gives a nuanced evaluation in relation to the present popular
and scholarly milieu.
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