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EFLECTION ON the canon of Scripture is peculiarly attractive. Is it not
R precisely this collection of books to which all the Christian traditions
hark back for the source of their witness in our world? These books are
closely connected with God’s word and God’s Spirit. This is a basic
agreement, however different the ways of evaluating the proper char-
acter of this bond. In these books, in the canon of “Holy”’ Scripture, we
are touching the heart of the Christian mystery.

But there is still another reason why historical and theological re-
flection on the canon is so attractive. High as our speculations may be,
they are forced again and again to come down to something very con-
crete and tangible, to a quantitative ‘‘object,” which is in and from our
world, to something which is within our grasp, to documents which be-
long to our human history. The mystery of “Holy”’ Scripture is clothed
in the human dimensions of this world.

This collection of books is the common heritage of all the Christian
traditions. It is well known that since the sixteenth-century Reformation
there are some differences as to the exact extent of the Old Testament.!
These controversies, however, are of minor importance. On the other
hand, as to the New Testament boundaries, there are no differences.
A glance at any edition of the Bible convinces one immediately. In-
deed, all the Christian traditions revere the same mysterious collection
of Scriptures. The Reformed confessional writings contain a clear state-
ment concerning the canon of Scripture.? In the Catholic Counter Ref-
ormation, the Council of Trent professed that it faithfully received the
centuries-old traditional collection of sacred books.* Even in the Lu-
theran tradition there are clear signs pointing at a confession of the
canon. It is true that in the Lutheran confessional writings we do not

1 Cf. O. Eissfeldt, Einleitung in das Alte Testament (3rd ed.; Tiibingen, 1964) pp. 757~
73; P. Katz, “The Old Testament Canon in Palestine and Alexandria,” Zeitschrift fur
die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 47 (1956) 191-217; A. C. Sundberg, “The Old Testa-
ment in the Early Church: A Study of Canon,” Harvard Theological Review 51 (1958)
205-26; id., The Old Testament of the Early Church (Cambridge, 1964). For a summary
cf. N. Appel, Kanon und Kirche: Die Kanonkrise im heutigen Protestantismus als kon-
troverstheologisches Problem (Paderborn, 1964) pp. 344-50.

2W. Niesel (ed.), Bekenntnisschriften und Kirchenordnungen der nach Gottes Wort
reformierten Kirche (3rd ed.; Zollikon-Zurich, 1938) pp. 66-67, 120.

3 Council of Trent, Decretum de libris sacris et de traditionibus recipiendis (DS
1501-5 [783-84]).
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find any “list” of Bible books. But the famous formula sola scriptura
(Scripture alone) would not have been meaningful if it did not refer to
a concrete well-known collection. In the introductions to the books and
the epistles, as we find them in his translation of the Bible, Luther is
not afraid to criticize the Epistle to the Hebrews, the Book of Revela-
tion, and the Epistles of James and Jude. But he did not exclude them
from his translation.* Actually, Luther’s translation became a confession
of the canon in the Lutheran tradition.

Thus all the Christian traditions receive the same exclusive canon of
Scripture. Is the evaluation of the canon also the same? Until recently
there was an unbridgeable gap between the Catholic and the Reforma-
tion evaluation of this closed collection. The difference seemed clear
and easy to formulate: Scripture and tradition on the Catholic side,
Scripture alone (sola scriptura) on the other side. But modern reflection
on the community of mankind as a community on its way, as a commu-
nity in history, has made us more careful. We have arrived at the gen-
erally accepted conclusion that Scripture, as it concretely exists and
functions, comes to us from the past in a long historical process of
handing on and taking over. In brief, Scripture comes to us in a process
of tradition. Scripture and tradition, in one way or another, belong
together. :

The Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order (Montreal, 1963)
treated at great length the relation between Scripture, tradition, and
traditions.® In the report of Section I, it says:

Our starting point is that we are all living in a tradition which goes back to our
Lord and has its roots in the Old Testament, and are all indebted to that tradi-
tion inasmuch as we have received the revealed truth, the Gospel, through its
being transmitted from one generation to another. Thus we can say that we
exist as Christians by the Tradition of the Gospel (the paradosis of the kerygma)
testified in Scripture, transmitted in and by the Church through the power of
the Holy Spirit. Tradition taken in this sense is actualized in the preaching of
the Word, in the administration of the Sacraments and worship, in Christian
teaching and theology, and in mission and witness to Christ by the lives of the
members of the Church.®

Vatican II did not petrify old rigid positions but wanted to give mod-
ern theological views a fair chance.

*Cf. Weimarer Lutherausgabe, Deutsche Bibel 7, 344-45 (Hebrews), 384-87 (James
and Jude), 404 (Revelation).

¢ The Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order, Montreal 1963, ed. P. C. Rodger
and Lukas Vischer (New York, 1964) pp. 50-60 (Section Reports, Section 2: “Scripture,
Tradition, and Traditions”).

¢ Ibid., pp. 51-52.



THE NEW TESTAMENT CANON 629

Hence there exists a close connection and communication between sacred
tradition and sacred Scripture. For both of them, flowing from the same divine
wellspring, in a certain way merge into a unity and tend toward the same end.
For sacred Scripture is the word of God inasmuch as it is consigned to writing
under the inspiration of the divine Spirit. To the successors of the apostles,
sacred tradition hands on in its full purity God’s word, which was entrusted to
the apostles by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit. Thus, led by the light of the
Spirit of truth, these successors can in their preaching preserve this word of God
faithfully, explain it, and make it more widely known. Consequently, it is not
from sacred Scripture alone that the Church draws her certainty about every-
thing which has been revealed. Therefore both sacred tradition and sacred
Scripture are to be accepted and venerated with the same sense of devotion and
reverence. Sacred tradition and sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the
word of God, which is committed to the Church.’

It is in a living tradition of faith and understanding that the canon of
Scripture is handed down from generation to generation. The mystery
of Scripture and the faith of the Christian community go hand in hand.
The canon of Scripture and human history cannot be separated. But
still another highly important dimension in their mutual relation must
be recognized. Human history played an important part in the forma-
tion of the canon.

The collection of Old Testament and New Testament writings was not
defined and ultimately closed by a council of prophets or apostles. This
occurred much later in the history of the Church. The early Christian
community, prompted by a spontaneous need and forced by external
circumstances, wondered where it could find the reliable ‘“apostolic”
writings. After a long historical process, the apostolic writings finally
formed a closed collection. Nothing could be added to it any more or
taken away from it. The process of receiving and finally closing the New
Testament writings was different from the process concerning the Old
Testament. In this study we focus on the New Testament.

In the historical process of growing insight, not everything was evident
from the very beginning. For a while some local churches had doubts
about a few New Testament writings. Do these doubts detract from the
reliability of our present canon? Does this human struggle for certitude
also have a theological meaning? In other words, does this human strug-
gle tell us something about the essence of the canon itself? Or, is not
everything in our present canon equally reliable? Should we try to un-
cover within the historical canon the “authentic”’ canon? Should we

" Vatican II, Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei verbum) nos. 9-10, in
The Documents of Vatican II, ed. W. M. Abbott and J. Gallagher (New York, 1966)
p. 117.
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formulate a canon within the canon? Recent studies might help us to a
deeper theological reflection on the meaning of the canon of Scripture.

THE NEW TESTAMENT CANON AND SALVATION HISTORY

Some years ago G. C. Berkouwer published a thorough two-volume
theological study on Scripture.® The canon, he says, is a phenomenon
which developed out of a long historical process. Is it legitimate, Ber-
kouwer asks, in connection with this historical aspect, to talk about a
“canon,” about the “authority” of Scripture? This question dominates
theological discussions even today (pp. 83-84).

In the acceptance of the books the community played a responsible
part. There was a direct relation between the responsibility of the com-
munity and its experience of the power and content of these writings.
Theology has to reflect on the remarkable relationship between human
and ecclesiastical considerations on the one hand, and the canon as norm
and authority on the other. For immediately the question arises: Does
not the idea of a canon radically exclude every human judgment as a
criterion? The actual acceptance of the Scriptures by the faithful com-
munity was also influenced by human motives. The word of God reaches
man in his own human world, in his history, and in his human witness.
In our world, with its many voices and its many words, we cannot escape
the need to distinguish as in Th 2:13: “And we also thank God con-
stantly for this, that when you received the word of God which you heard
from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as what it really is,
the word of God which is at work in you believers” (pp. 85-91).

In some theological reflections solutions are being proposed which try
to get around the human aspects. The uncertain elements, which are
found in the historical process of the formation of the canon, are simply
put aside as irrelevant (p. 95).

The orthodox Protestant tradition connected the historical process with
a very special form of God’s providence (providentia specialissima), or
with a peculiar divine activity concerning the canon (actio Dei circa
canonem), or with a clear witness of the Holy Spirit in man’s heart
(testimonium internum sancti Spiritus). God’s providence and the wit-
ness of God’s Spirit are directly related to the results of the historical
process. All the uncertain elements in what went on before are not im-
portant any more. It is after the event that one tries to find a kind of
authority which guarantees the actual canon. The background of the
proposed solutions is clear enough: they want to exclude absolutely any
human creativity in the formation of the canon (pp. 93-96).

#G. C. Berkouwer, De Heilige Schrift (2 vols.; Kampen, 1966, 1967). Chap. 3 of Vol.
1 reflects on Scripture as canon (pp. 83-138).
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The same thing happens, according to Berkouwer, in Roman Catholic
theology. Here too all the historical problems, all uncertainty and hes-
itation, are put aside, and that because of the Catholic view of the
Church.® Here, as well as in Protestant orthodoxy, a ‘“formal” idea of
the canon is being handled, i.e., an idea in which the content of Scrip-
ture (the gospel) is of minor or no importance. The canon of Scripture
has authority as such, regardless of its content or its message. When the
Church can guarantee canonicity, then a formal idea of the canon is
inevitable (pp. 98-100).

Berkouwer rejects all the solutions which refer simply to God’s prov-
idence, to the witness of the Spirit, or to the authority of the Church.
Outside the content of the canon itself, there is no isolated authority
which could throw any light on the formation of the canon and on the
canon as norm (p. 100).

But another way lies open, the way of salvation history.!® Already in
the second century, according to historical research, there is a center of
certainty as to the acceptance of primordial Christian writings. In re-
lation to the message of salvation, the Church experiences the four Gos-
pels and the Pauline letters as “canon.” Besides the center, we also find
uncertain elements. They are the marginal areas. All kinds of relative
considerations made the Church careful in receiving them as ‘“canon.”
The evidence of the marginal areas was not as absolute as the evidence
of the central message. In a “formal’’ idea of the canon, however, such
nuances of evidence are impossible (pp. 101-2).

The main question is not yet answered. Why did the Church, in its
encounter with the central message, experience an absolute certainty?
We have to go back to the salvation history out of which the canon arises.
Salvation history covers the history of Jesus Christ and of His apostles.
This privileged period of human history did not go on indefinitely.
It was closed and was followed by Church history. In its encounter with
the apostolic witness, the Church surrendered to this witness with an
absolute certainty as to its content—to the message of salvation in Jesus
Christ. The Church’s faith experiences itself as related to the full apos-
tolic authority which is founded in Jesus Christ. His promise is going to
be realized through the full apostolic authority, so that His community
is founded on the witness of the apostles. The New Testament canon is
so intimately connected with salvation history that it shares its unique
character. This process can never be repeated. Therefore the canon is

® Berkouwer refers to K. Rahner, Uber die Schriftinspiration (Freiburg, 1958) and to
my study (cf. note 1 above).

1 Berkouwer follows H. Ridderbos, Heilsgeschiedenis en Heilige Schrift van het
Nieuwe Testament (Kampen, 1955).
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essentially closed, exactly for the same reason that salvation history is a
closed period (pp. 103-5).

The view of the canon based on salvation history throws a clear light
on the actual formation of the canon and on the historical doubts and
hesitations. The qualitative canon (the center) belongs to salvation his-
tory, while the quantitative canon (the last margins) belongs to
Church history. Ultimately the question of the canon is of a Christologi-
cal and not of an ecclesiological nature (p. 106).

In the canon the Church hears Jesus Christ speaking and knows itself
bound to the Lord. So the relation of the canon to salvation history ex-
plains why there is a canon and how it functions. There is no question
of a criterion outside the canon. The relation with salvation history indi-
cates central certainty and allows marginal uncertainty at the same time.
In drawing the boundaries, the Church was involved directly and ac-
tively. This process is part of Church history. The question is, where
should the final boundaries be drawn? Of decisive importance was the
conformity in content between the marginal writings and the central
canon which was already received. Calvin was thinking in the same di-
rection when confronted with the problem of the antilegomena: they do
not contain anything which would run counter to the other writings (pp.
107-10).

The Church knows itself bound to Jesus Christ through the canon.
This bond is not founded on the authoritative decision of the Church it-
self nor even on the witness of the Holy Spirit, if one would interpret the
witness in such a manner that it would take away every doubt about
the canonicity of all these books. The certainty of the Church can only
be understood as coming from the message of salvation, from the central
content of the canonical writings. It is a dynamic certainty which origi-
nates from the message itself and should be directed continuously to-
wards a deeper understanding of the writings which bear witness to
Jesus Christ (p. 113).

Finally, Berkouwer refers to Luther’s position. Luther’s view of the
canon was also rooted in salvation history. Luther’s canon was a Christ-
ological one. This answers the objections raised sometimes against his
criticism of some New Testament writings. Was Luther’s criticism of
James a clear indication of disobedience to the New Testament? If
one insists on the absolute authority of the Church, which would have
fixed the boundaries of the canon once and for all, then objections
against Luther’s attitude are easily understandable. But if one accepts
the Reformation view of the canon, then this type of objection is impos-
sible; for Luther made his critical remarks about James from the evident
center of the salvation message. His attitude could be compared with
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that of the early Church in relation to the antilegomena: for Luther also,
the point at issue was the conformity with the central message of sal-
vation (pp. 121-24).

Before we start a dialogue with Berkouwer about his interpretation
of what he calls the “formal” idea of the canon in Roman Catholic the-
ology, we would like to report on some recent opinions about the his-
torical process involved in the formation of the canon.

RECENT THESES ON THE FORMATION OF THE NEW TESTAMENT CANON

The last of the six theses with which H. von Campenhausen concludes
his book on the formation of the Christian Bible' proceeds as follows:
In an analysis of the traditional canon it is not legitimate to use argu-
ments which had no role at all in the historical process of the formation
of the canon. In particular, the arguments which in later times were
supposed to-defend the infallibility, harmony, and unity of Scripture
have no validity (p. 384).

In von Campenhausen’s view of the canon, Marcion’s role was de-
cisive. The idea of the Christian canon and its realization originated
with Marcion. About the year 150 he rejected the living Christian tra-
dition and wanted to rely only on a “corrected,” dogmatically revised
Lucan Gospel and on ten epistles by Paul. The Church was forced to
set a larger and uncorrected collection against this reduction and for the
first time designed an ecclesiastical canon (p. 379). The Church’s canon
contained, in addition to the four Gospels, a more extensive collection
of Pauline letters. A similar thesis was already defended by von Harnack,
with the difference, however, that von Campenhausen even denies the
existence of a four-Gospel canon before Marcion (pp. 173-75, 168-69).

The acceptance of a Corpus Paulinum in the Catholic Church was not,
according to von Campenhausen, a matter of course. The use Marcion
and others had made of Pauline epistles seemed to have discredited
Paul completely. In the same period, for example, Papias and Justin
kept silent about Paul. On the one hand, the Church could not give up
the Pauline epistles; on the other hand, Paul’s ideas had to be recon-
ciled with the needs and the dominating opinions within the Church.
Von Campenhausen holds that the Pastorals were written at that time
and exactly for that purpose. It was only with these inauthentic Pauline
letters that the true heritage of the Apostle became endurable for the
Church and became ‘“‘canonical.” In the same years the Second Letter
of Peter was composed and it emphasized how difficult it is to under-
stand Paul’s letters correctly. The ignorant and unstable misinterpret
them to their own destruction (2 Pt 3:16; pp. 208-13).

11H. von Campenhausen, Die Entstehung der christlichen Bibel (Tiibingen, 1968).
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Later on in the struggle with Montanism, which appealed to secret
apostolic traditions as well as writings, the Church was forced again to
make an important decision: the collection of Christian writings was
definitely closed; nothing further could be added (p. 379).

Towards the end of the second century, as a result of the controver-
sies, the ecclesiastical collection of Old and New Testament writings
had developed its definite form and meaning as to the essential points.
The still existing differences of opinion concerning Apocalypse, He-
brews, Philemon, and the Catholic Epistles were relatively small. For a
fundamental understanding of the canon, these differences have no sig-
nificance at all (p. 377).

With Irenaeus, however, we come to a decisive turning point in the
history of the canon. He embodied the transition from the old time of
faith through a living tradition to the new time of conscious canonical
standards (p. 213).

Finally, what motives played a decisive part in the historical de-
marcation of the canon? What authority did the Church attach to the
canon? In four theses von Campenhausen tries to characterize the mo-
tivation and evaluation of this process.

1) The primordial writings were not the only source of Christian faith.
They were always accompanied by a living tradition in which Christ
was preached and taught. The Church abided by the essential points
of the whole complex of the living doctrine as the rule of truth. This
rule did not stand above Scripture, but with Scripture it reached back
to the same origin, i.e., to the preaching of the apostles (pp. 379-80).

2) The authority of Scripture was based on the reliability of the
prophetical voices announcing Christ and the apostolic voices bearing
witness to Him. The content of the prophetical and apostolic witness was
decisive, and not the question of authorship or authorization. The New
Testament witnesses must date from the time of the apostles and their
disciples, because this time was historically close to Christ. The present
widely-disseminated opinion that apostolic authorship was a determin-
ing principle for a New Testament writing is devoid of all historical foun-
dation (pp. 380-81).

3) The essential parts of the Old and New Testament were never de-
termined by a decision of the Church. The New Testament consolidated
itself in the use that was made of primordial Christian writings by the
churches under the direction of their spiritual leaders. Repeated use in
the liturgy was a condition for eventually receiving a writing as canon-
ical, but in cases of doubt, liturgical use did not exclude an examination
of its authenticity. We do not find official decisions before the end of
the fourth century (pp. 381-82).



THE NEW TESTAMENT CANON 635

4) These writings were considered “holy.” Although all of them con-
tained a reliable witness to the Christian truth, there were neverthe-
less differences in importance. The Gospels ranked above the rest, and
the Pauline epistles enjoyed a greater authority than the letters by other
apostles. The idea of “‘inspiration” was first associated with the Old
Testament prophetical books and was applied to the New Testament
books only with hesitation. Origen enlarged the idea of inspiration,
applying it fundamentally to the entire Scripture. This unhistorical
view of inspiration, though curtailed in later theology, has never been
entirely overcome (p. 383).

In an article published shortly before von Campenhausen’s book,
A. C. Sundberg remarks that since the period immediately before
Harnack until the present, the history of the canon has been described
in three phases.'? The first phase covers the period in which an ancient
Christian writing was first recognized as ‘“canonical.” The second phase
describes the appearance of a core New Testament at the end of the
second century. Finally, in the third phase, definitive boundaries were
established (p. 452).

This approach, according to Sundberg, is no longer tenable. As to the
first phase, the Church did not receive a closed canon from the Old
Testament people but an Old Testament collection of books on the way
to canonization. If, therefore, quotations from apostolic literature were
put on the same level as Old Testament quotations, the parallelism
could not grant “canonicity” to these apostolic texts. The reason is very
simple. There was not yet an Old Testament canon. Moreover, the
formulas and terms sometimes used to introduce quotations from the
apostolic writings (e.g., “it is written,” “Scripture says,” “Scriptures
say’’) do not have conclusive force. The expressions did not have the
supposed exclusive meaning and were in no way different from their
synonyms (pp. 4562-57).

As to the second phase, the arguments which would demonstrate the
existence of a core New Testament at the end of the second century are,
according to Sundberg, not at all convincing. The presupposition was
that Tatian, in the composition of his Diatesseron, was using our four
Gospels. But this does not prove that Tatian considered these four
Gospels to be canonical. He used these Gospels the same way as the
Evangelists had used the sources at their disposal. Another argument
was based on the Muratorian Canon.'* This Canon, together with

2A. C. Sundberg, “Towards a Revised History of the New Testament Canon,”
Studia evangelica 4/1: The New Testament Scriptures (Berlin, 1968) 452-61.

18 Cf. M.-J. Lagrange, Histoire ancienne du canon du Nouveau Testament (Paris,
1933) pp. 66-84.
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Irenaeus and Tertullian, would furnish evidence of the existence of a
core New Testament in Rome at the end of the second century. Sund-
berg attempts to show, first, that the Muratorian Canon was not written
in Rome, and second, that it should be dated between Eusebius and
Athanasius, i.e., not at the end of the second century (pp. 457-59).

Having criticized the traditional scheme in studies on the canon,
Sundberg makes his own suggestion (pp. 459-60). The first step consisted
in the rise of Christian literature to the authoritative level of the Old
Testament writings. Rightly, Christian literature was called “Scrip-
ture.” The second step was taken by the conscious compilation of Chris-
tian literature into closed collections. This phase was initiated by
Marcion. The final step was the formation of a definite list (canon) of
New Testament writings. It began with Eusebius in the East and with
Jerome in the West and ended with the definitions of the local Councils
of Laodicea (East), Carthage, and Hippo (West).

Finally, Sundberg comes to the following conclusions (p. 461). (1) The
decisive period in the formation of the New Testament canon occurred
at the end of the fourth and the beginning of the fifth centuries rather
than at the end of the second century. (2) The heresies of the second cen-
tury did not play a decisive role. (3) In a way, the struggle to determine
the Old Testament canon paralleled the formation of the New Testa-
ment canon. (4) The doctrine of Scripture exercised a considerable in-
fluence on its formation. (5) The typical characteristic of the canon con-
sisted in its being a closed collection. In this sense the New Testament
canon was unequivocally the decision of the Church.

Ellen Flesseman-van Leer’s article of 1964 is still moving within the
structure attacked later by Sundberg.!* Before the middle of the second
century, neither Jesus’ words nor the apostles’ letters were quoted
as Holy Scripture. What the Lord said and did was considered to be ab-
solutely reliable, and whether His words were written down or not was
unimportant (pp. 405-6).

Papias was the first to ascribe a hitherto unknown authority to the
apostles in interpreting Jesus’ doctrine (p. 406). For Justin, only the
Old Testament was Scripture in the full sense, although in his thinking a
clear tendency can be noticed to attribute the authority of Scripture to
the New Testament writings (pp. 406-9). Around 200 A.D., a core New
Testament evidently existed. The four Gospels were generally received
as canonical, and there was no doubt about the canonicity of thirteen
Pauline epistles, 1 Peter, 1 John, and the Acts of the Apostles. More im-
portant than accurate canon boundaries was the fact that there was a

“Ellen Flesseman-van Leer, “Prinzipien der Sammlung und Ausscheidung bei der
Bildung des Kanons,” Zeitschrift fiir Theologie und Kirche 61 (1964) 404-20.
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canon. Marcion did not create the idea of a canon. Without Marcion a
similar canon would have emerged; he merely speeded the process
(p. 410).

For Irenaeus, the New Testament canon was an unproblematic fact,
while Tertullian was still looking for arguments, appealing to the tradi-
tion of the apostolic churches. The New Testament writings were
reaching back directly to the apostles (pp. 409-12).

The article concludes with a few interesting questions (pp. 418-20).
(1) Do we have to attach a different value to those writings which were
powerful enough to have canonical authority of themselves, and to those
which owed their canonicity to a later decision by the Church? (2) The
decisions of the early Church were based on historical grounds: the apos-
tolic authorship as a historical fact. However, these grounds have very
frequently been proved untenable. The clearest examples are Hebrews
and 2 Peter, which were received into the canon only because of their
supposed apostolic authorship. Are we able to accept a decision made
by the early Church if the arguments on which the decision was based
are no longer valid? (3) Today some theologians have been developing
new criteria to support the traditional canon. A criterion, e.g., could
be found in the fact that a canonical writing allows itself to be preached
(H. Diem, O. Weber). But is it legitimate to defend the traditional canon
with arguments and criteria which did not play the slightest part in the
actual formation of the canon? (4) The formation of the canon was ac-
tually influenced by the presupposition that there existed a harmony
between all the canonical books. Are we able to accept this presupposi-
tion of the unity and harmony of the entire Scripture? (5) In the idea of
canonicity “inspiration” is included. Must we not rethink the principle
of inspiration and ask ourselves what part this doctrine should play in
our exegesis?

A HISTORICAL PROCESS AND ITS THEOLOGICAL MEANING

The recent historical studies to which we have referred make it clearer
then ever that the New Testament canon was received by the Church in
a long historical process. Actually this is not a new idea. It was already the
firm conviction of historians in the nineteenth century. Theodor Zahn
and Adolf von Harnack, in particular, thoroughly documentated this
historical view.* The special contribution of the above-mentioned re-
cent studies is that they point to the long duration of the historical proc-

18 Th. Zahn, Geschichte des neutestamentlichen Kanons 1/1-2: Das Neue Testament
vor Origenes (Erlangen-Leipzig, 1888, 1889); 2/1-2: Urkunden und Belege zum ersten
und dritten Band (Erlangen-Leipzig, 1890, 1892); id., Grundriss der Geschichte des

neutestamentlichen Kanons (2nd ed.; Leipzig, 1904); A. von Harnack, Die Entstehung
des Neuen Testaments und die wichtigsten Folgen der neuen Schépfung (Leipzig, 1914).
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ess and to the questionable validity of some historical arguments used
to support the present canon. It is now definitely established that the
formation of the canon did not take place in the apostolic generation.
Indeed, this process belongs to the earliest history of the postapostolic
Church. One might differ as to who conceived the idea of a closed New
Testament collection. Was it the Church or Marcion? One might inter-
pret the available historical indications differently and build up diver-
gent historical reconstructions. One conclusion, however, is certain:
the consciousness of the postapostolic community was decisive for the
acceptance of certain early Christian writings as canonical and for the
final delimitation of this collection. We are able to trace very clearly that
the consciousness and the insight of the community was growing. Al-
though some uncertainty and hesitation did exist as to particular writ-
ings, and although some regional churches held different views, the
Church did come ultimately to the recognition of one closed collection
—our traditional canon.

The most important question has not yet been touched. Which forces
were operating in the Church’s growing consciousness? Which historical
dynamic moved the Church?