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How Did We Get Our Bible?
Pastor C. John Steer, Autumn Ridge Church, Rochester, MN

Scripture:  
2 Peter 1:12-21

The New York Times bestseller list is always wrong. 
If it was accurate it would have to acknowledge that month after month, year after year, the Bible is not only the bestselling book in the country but the world.  
The editors feel that would be too monotonous and so they delete the Bible from their list, feeling that it has an unfair advantage.

The Christian Bible is a remarkable book. 
The Bible was written over a period of 1400 years, by over 40 authors who came from all walks of life including kings, peasants, philosophers, poets, fishermen, statesmen, scholars, doctors and business people. 
It was written on the three continents of Asia, Africa and Europe, in the three languages of Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek.

The Bible has influenced our language and our laws, our art and our literature. The Bible was the basis of Martin Luther King’s campaign for Civil Rights. His speeches are filled with quotations from Jesus and the prophets. 
Yet despite its availability for nearly 2000 years many are not familiar with it.  Any conversation about the Bible brings up a number of questions.  
Where did the Bible come from? 
Isn’t it full of myths?  
Doesn’t it contradict itself? 
Hasn’t the Bible changed over time? 
Can we trust the Bible? 

Is the Bible really God’s book?
HOW DID WE GET OUR BIBLE?  
When I was a young boy I was given a magnificent black leather book with the words HOLY BIBLE embossed in gold on the front.  If you had asked me where it had come from I suppose I thought that God had let it down from heaven on a string.  
When I was much older I learned that the story of how we got our Bible is much more exciting.  
There are three parts to the question How Did We Get Our Bible?

First, there is THE BIBLICAL PROCESS

This is the testimony of scripture about itself. 
Three main truths emerge.

First, Scripture was given by the Holy Spirit

Peter writes, “No prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” (2 Peter 1:20-21)
This tells us that God brought his book into being. 
It wasn’t some church council that said “Let’s write a book, chaps.” 
The process began with the Holy Spirit. 
This is a doctrine we call revelation. 
God chose to reveal himself through his word.

Peter’s statement is tantalizing. 
We wish we knew more about how this revelation took place. 
For example: Did the Holy Spirit dictate the words to the prophets and apostles who simply wrote them down or were they given general ideas from God which they put into their own words. 
Were they conscious that they were writing scripture? 
We know that Paul wrote many letters some of which have been lost. They are therefore not part of scripture.  
Did Paul know when he wrote Romans that this would be the major book of Christian doctrine in the library of the church? 

While we may not be able to answer all these questions with certainty we do know that God used the personality of each writer. The styles of the authors are different and while God may not have dictated every word we do believe that every word is important.  This is the doctrine of verbal inspiration. 
This leads us to the next part of the biblical process of getting our Bible. For Scripture was inspired by God.
Paul tells Timothy, “All Scripture is God-breathed.”  (2 Timothy 3:16)
Just as God breathed into Adam who then became a living person, so God breathes life into his word so that it becomes living and active.  It is an expression of his life.

Now Paul, like Peter, is referring to the Old Testament when he speaks about “scripture”.  
The New Testament had not yet come into being but the church has understood these statements to apply to the entire word of God.

The third statement we can make about the biblical process of getting our Bible is that Scripture was researched by human writers.

A large part of the New Testament is written by Luke.  
At the beginning of his gospel Luke explains to his friend Theophilus, “Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. 
Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also for me to write an orderly account.” (Luke 1:1-3)
Luke was a doctor and he did his research in writing his biography of Jesus. Mark did a similar thing when he wrote his gospel. He checked his facts with the Apostle Peter.

Whatever it means to say that the writers of scripture were carried along by the Holy Spirit, it did not prevent them from checking out the facts, arranging the material, and stamping their own personality on their work.

Having considered the biblical process let’s look now at 
THE HISTORICAL PROCESS
How did the Bible come into being?  
Who decided what to include and what to exclude? 

First there was the test of authenticity.
The main concerns of the first Christians was, is this record accurate? Did these events really happen? 
Is this what Jesus meant?

The best way to ensure authenticity was to check with the people who were there at the time.

So when it came to the creation of the New Testament we find that all the books are connected in some way with an apostle who had seen Jesus.

So for example, Matthew and John, were part of the twelve disciples.  Mark wasn’t, but he was associated with Peter. 
Luke travelled with Paul who of course wrote many of the New Testament letters.  
Interestingly the book of Hebrews had trouble being accepted because of concerns it wasn’t linked with an apostle.
There were plenty of false stories about Jesus going around in the first century but it was easy to spot them. 
The apostles, or those who had been taught by them, recognized new material that was inaccurate.  
As all the New Testament was written within 60 years of the death of Jesus, people were still alive who could authenticate it. 

Take an example from our own day.  
Think of the presidency of John Kennedy from 1961 to 1963.
That is roughly the same time in our past history as the time in 

the first century between the death of Jesus and the writing of the books that make up the New Testament.

Suppose someone wrote an article this week claiming that President Kennedy started a war with Canada.  
They couldn’t get away with it. 
There are lots of people alive today who were part of the Kennedy administration. There are members of his family, like his brother Ted, who knew the inside story. 
The person who claimed such a thing would be considered a crank.
That is why many so called gospels were excluded because the people who had been with Jesus knew that much of what they said was nonsense. 
In the last few years has a been a movement among a few second rate academics who are trying to make a name for themselves to suggest that some powerful men got together at a church council and decided which books to include in the New Testament. 
This view was popularized in Dan Brown’s book The Da Vinci Code. There is a character in that book called Leigh Teabing. Teabing is supposed to be an expert on early Christianity. 
In the book he makes this statement, “More than eighty gospels were considered for the New Testament and yet only a relatively few were chosen for inclusion – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John among them.”

Like many other statements in The Da Vinci Code that is inaccurate. There were a number of other gospels but nothing like eighty.  The gospel of Judas has attracted attention recently as has the gospel of Mary Magdalene and the gospel of Thomas. 
But these were written in the second and third centuries. 
They were never considered for inclusion in the Bible because they were neither written by an apostle or under the supervision of an apostle, and they were written far too late to be taken seriously.
For example the early church fathers were unanimous in rejecting the gospel of Thomas. 
Eusebius said it should be, “Cast aside as absurd and impious” because its content clearly shows it is non apostolic.”  

The historical process of getting our Bible was finally seen in the creation of the canon.

This is a huge subject in itself and in a few minutes I can only scratch the surface. 
If you would like to know more I recommend that you read one of the excellent books available like F.F. Bruce’s The Canon of Scripture. Mine gets theology books.

For brevity I will restrict my comment to the creation of the New Testament Canon.

The word “canon” comes from the Greek word “kanon” meaning reed. The reed was used as a measuring rod and a fixed standard.

The word canon applied to scripture means, “A limited and defined group of writings which are accepted as authoritative within the Christian church.”
Initially there was no impetus to put together a set of authorized books. For the first thirty years after Jesus’ death, people orally repeated what he said. 
That is how stories were kept alive in those days as they still are in parts of the world today. 
The same story would be told and passed down from father to son. It was only when the eyewitnesses starting dying out that people persuaded them to write down what they knew. 
It is similar to the Holocaust Project today where recordings are made of Holocaust survivors telling their story because it is recognized that in a decade or so they will all be dead.
Even with the existence of written records there was no pressure to create a canon until people started writing false stories about the life of Jesus and the teaching of the church. 
There was a man called Marcion in 140 AD who taught that the God of the Old Testament and the God of the New Testament were two different people. 
This was a heresy called Gnosticism. 
Marcion completely threw out the Old Testament, which he said described the cruel God, and large parts of the New Testament as well, and he put together a list of what he thought were acceptable writings.
Marcion’s action of putting out his own list of approved books 
greatly troubled the Christian church and they realized they had to respond.  This is how most doctrines have been developed. 

A crisis arises and the church makes a response to it. 
So for example: We didn’t think much about the theology of the environment until recent years when there has been so much talk about global warming.
That is what happened with the books and letters that describe New Testament Christianity. When false gospels and false lists arose the church responded. 
This chart illustrates how we got the 27 New Testament books that now make up the New Testament Canon.
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In 140 AD Marcion wrote his list of 11 books. 
He was immediately excommunicated by the church. 
Then in 200 AD Muratori drew up his list of 21 books. 
There is still considerable discussion going on at this stage and we find that Muratori includes books like the Wisdom of Solomon and the Revelation of Peter that we don’t read today.

There were other books that were immensely popular among the early church and quite orthodox which didn’t make the cut.  These included the Didache which means “The Teaching.” 
There was also The Letter of Barnabas and The Shepherd of Hermas.  
But as helpful as they are, and we can still read them, their authorship was too late and they lacked the contact with an apostle.

Interestingly there was debate for some time about several books that did eventually make it into the Canon, like the letters of James and Jude, the Second letter of Peter, the second and third letters of John and Revelation. 
This reflects the very careful process that went on.

Then in 367 AD Athanasius, the Bishop of Alexandria used the opportunity of his annual Easter letter to all the churches and monasteries under his jurisdiction to explain what the Old Testament and New Testament should consist of.  
In terms of the New Testament he listed the same 27 books we have today and he wrote, “These are the springs of salvation so anyone who is thirsty may be satisfied with the message contained in them.  Only in them is the teaching of true religion proclaimed as the good news.  Let no one add to these or take anything away from them.”

Athanasius then says, that The Shepherd of Hermas and The Didache are “not included in the canon.”  He does add, however, that they are helpful reading for new converts. 

The point I want you to grasp is that the recognition of the books of the New Testament as scriptural was overwhelmingly a natural process, not a matter of ecclesiastical regulation.

The core of the New Testament was accepted so early that subsequent rulings do no more than recognize the obvious.

The books that were questioned did not come to final acceptance or rejection because of a fiat by a group of powerful men. 
Rather a consensus emerged in the church to either recognize authenticity or reject it.

Scholar F.F. Bruce puts it this way, “When at last a church council, the synod of Hippo in AD 393, listed the 27 books of the New Testament, it did not confer upon them any authority which they did not already possess but simply recorded their previously established canonicity.”

We have seen the biblical and historical process of how we got our Bible but what is more important for us today is 
THE PERSONAL PROCESS.

Nearly everybody in our county has a Bible. 
Thanks to the Gideons, who celebrate their 100th birthday this year, you can find Bibles in motels, hospitals, schools and many other places. 
But while we own Bibles we don’t know our Bibles and that is a great shame for God has given the scripture to us to do us good.
To make the Bible personal we must read it.  And I don’t just mean parts of it but all of it. Read it from Genesis to Revelation. To get you started we have Bible reading guides available at the Information Link.

Then we must study it.  Parts of the Bible are hard to understand and they require careful reading and reflection.  Get hold of a good study Bible or a commentary to help you get the most out of the best of books.

Finally we need to live it.  The Bible must not only be taken in but lived out. 
For it to do us any good we need to obey it and put it into practice.  This is where the hard work of getting the Bible into us takes places. But it is utterly rewarding.

Psalm 119 describes the benefits of making the Bible personal. Its 176 verses tell us how to get our Bible into our life.  Here are a few of the advantages it describes:
“Blessed are they who keep his statutes.” (v 2)

“How can a young man keep his way pure? 
By living according to your word.” (v 9) 

“I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you.” (v 11)

“My soul is weary with sorrow; 
strengthen me according to your word.” (v 28)

“Turn my eyes away from worthless things; 
preserve my life according to your word.” (v 37)

“I will walk about in freedom, for I have sought out your precepts.” (v 45)

Today we have examined “How we got our Bible.”  
Has the Bible got you?
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