Digging Deep: How to study the bible

Session III: How We Got Our Bible

I. The Canon
a. The 66 books of the Bible are called the canon.
i. Canon was originally a Semitic word meaning reed or stalk.
ii. Eventually, the word took on the meaning of measuring stick.
b. The 66 books of the Bible are our measuring stick of God’s truth. 
i. We use the canon to evaluate all claims of revelation.
ii. If someone’s revelation does not align with the Bible, then we must reject it.
c. We consider the canon to be closed.
i. That means that God’s inspired scriptures ended with the final book of the New Testament.
ii. There are no scriptures that explicitly state that Revelation was the final book.
iii. However, the content of Revelation seems to bring a conclusion to the story revealed in the Bible and makes additional books unnecessary.
iv. No book since the first century has been widely accepted as God’s inspired word or had the same internal evidence of an inerrant book of the Bible.
v. A closed canon does not mean that God does not still speak to us through His Spirit in dramatic ways. But those revelations should align with what we have already read in Scripture. 
II. How was the canon created?
a. The OT canon was completed around 300 B.C.
i. This is evidenced by the fact that there was a Greek translation of the OT in the second century.
ii. The NT writers quoted or alluded to OT scriptures often. When Paul spoke of Scripture, he was referring to the OT.
b. The NT canon was completed by end of the first century.
i. By A.D. 325 the church had settled on the 27 books of the NT.
ii. The books that were chosen were books that were universally understood as God’s Word.
1. They believed that the New Testament books were written by genuine Apostles.
2. The internal character of each book had the mark of God’s truth and nature. The books agreed with God’s redemptive story which began in the OT.
3. Broad acceptance by the early church.
c. No church council ever determined which books would be accepted as canon.
d. The 27 Book New Testament canon was being used long before the Roman empire became Christian. Government did not decide the canon.
III. The Apocrypha
a. If you come from a Roman Catholic background, you may have seen some extra books in your Bible.
b. The Apocrypha is a collection of Jewish books that date between Malachi and the end of the first century.
c. There are not considered to have the same authority or inspiration as the 66 books of Bible. They give us insight into Jewish thoughts during the time between the OT and Jesus but shouldn’t be used as the standard of truth about God.
d. They are still included in Catholic Bibles because they were included in the Latin translation of the Bible dating back to the 4th Century A.D.
IV. How did we get our Bibles?
a. Before the printing press, Bibles were hand copied.
i. Scribal works was an art form.
ii. The scribes were serious about their jobs and worked hard to preserve the texts.
b. We do not have any of the original copies of any book of the Bible.
i. These were not produced as museum pieces. Instead, they were meant to be used. Many were passed among multiple churches.
ii. They were written on material that could not last, so multiple copies were made of each book or letter.
c. There are no ancient documents that have a many copies as the Bible.
i. Archaeologists have found over 5,000 copies of the New Testament.
ii. The earliest fragment of the NT, the John Rylands Fragment (P52) of the Gospel of John, dates to A.D. 125.
iii. Caesar’s Gallic War has only 9 or 10 copies that date almost 900 years after it was written.
iv. The earliest copies of Plato’s writings are from 1300 years after Plato lived.
d. The Dead Sea Scrolls contain a nearly complete copy of Isaiah dated to 200 B.C.
i. Before that find, the earliest copies of the OT dated around the 9th century.
ii. The Dead Sea Scrolls version and the later copies of Isaiah matched.
e. The multitude of copies give us a high degree of certainty that we have the same Bible as the early church.
i. Some have argued that thousands of copies have created thousands, if not more, mistakes. However, the opposite is true. The large number of copies have helped us find the most accurate text.
ii. No major doctrine is in doubt based on an error in copying.
V. Conclusion
a. The Bible is God’s revelation. It is authoritative in our lives and is useful for training us and teaching us what is right.
b. No religious or government institution determined what would be included in our Bibles.
c. We can be certain that we have the Bible God intended us to have.
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