
most consider it uninspired.
The Apostolic Canons, again, indicates consid-

erable confusion. It contains the normal canon of
the New Testament; however, it also adds several
books which are now universally rejected as apoc-
ryphal. These include I and II Clement and the
eight books of the Constitutions. This canon does
not include the Apocalypse, which everyone now
accepts as truly inspired.

Rufinus lists a normal canon of the New Tes-
tament, including the Apocalypse. However, he
also cites a whole body of work which could be
considered a New Testament apocrypha, including
Hermas, the Two Ways, and the Judgment of Pe-
ter. Even as late as St. John Damascene, at the
beginning of the eighth century, additional works
were occasionally included in the canon of the New
Testament in this way.

For the most part, however, our New Testament
is supported by the use of the writers, even if not
always in their lists. Like that of the Old Testa-
ment, this history does indicate a marked tendency
to the Catholic canon; however, like that of the Old
Testament, it’s far from unambiguous. The Chris-
tian must, having perused this history even briefly
as we have, proceed to the original questions again
if he is to support his love of Scripture with reason
and knowledge.

Solving the Confusion

The question remains: how does a Christian deter-
mine which books are inspired and which are not?
The Protestant here should be quite perplexed; be-
cause his faith rests entirely on this volume, and
this volume’s proper contents cannot clearly be de-
termined, his very faith is in jeopardy. He has no
way to sort of the question out. There was clearly
no direct revelation of the canon of Scripture to
show him the way; the Bible itself does not list
its own contents; and even tradition, should the
Protestant turn to it, gives an at best ambiguous
answer. The Protestant has no guidance; he really
has no way of knowing that the Scripture he so
loves (and rightly loves, of course) is truly inspired
by God, and not merely composed by men.

For the early Church, however, the solution was
easy: authority. Christ had left for His Church
an authoritative interpreter of the traditions which
had been passed down regarding the contents of Sa-
cred Scripture. Nor did this authority first speak
on the subject at the Council of Trent in the six-
teenth century, as some Protestants assert. In real-
ity, it echoes a much longer tradition, in line with,
as noted above, the use of the great majority of the
Fathers.

From the Council of Rome in 382 (Denz. 84),
to the Council of Carthage in 397 (Denz. 92), to
Pope St. Innocent I in the first two decades of the
fifth century (Denz. 96), to the Council of Florence
of 1438–1445 (Denz. 706), the Council of Trent is
only the most recent of a long line of authoritative
tradition.

The Catholic, then, has an easy and sure an-
swer to what must forever plague the Protestant:
we know that they are inspired because the Church
has, always and everywhere, taught that they are
so. God did not leave us without guidance on
this issue; He provided us with precisely what we
needed: an authority to cut through the confusion
and dispute and give the true answer under the in-
spiration of the Holy Spirit. And that it did; it
gave us the Catholic, meaning “universal,” canon
of the Scriptures.

The Protestant must look very carefully at his
religion and consider how he knows that its one and
only authority, the Scriptures, is worth anything
more than the paper it’s printed on. To maintain
respect for the Bible and its inerrancy, only one
answer is possible: the answer which the Catholic
Church provides.
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What Books
are

Inspired?
Protestants often seem to believe that God Him-
self handed the King James version of the Bible
down to English Protestants, and that therefore
its contents and translation are totally unquestion-
able. Many, of course, are more thoughtful, and
recognize that the Hebrew and Greek are the orig-
inal texts, but think no further about its origins.
More than a few know that Catholics include in
the Bible several books which Protestants do not;
these books, called “apocrypha” by Protestants
and “deutero-canonical” by Catholics, are consid-
ered further proof of Catholicism’s descent away
from true Christianity.

But how does anyone know what books are re-
ally inspired—part of the Bible—and what books
are not? Is there any merit to the claim that
the deutero-canonical books are not really parts
of Scripture?

Scripture before the New Testament

Protestants often claim that the early Christians
were like Protestants, relying solely on Scripture
for revelation. This is not the place to disprove
that notion thoroughly; it suffices for our purposes
to note that it’s plainly false historically, because
the early Christians didn’t have Scripture at all.

That is, they had the Hebrew Old Testament,
usually used in the Greek translation known as the
Septuagint. But they did not have a New Tes-
tament for the simple reason that it was still be-
ing written. All the knowledge of the early Chris-
tians regarding Christ and His teaching was oral
and traditional—being passed down from person
to person—by necessity.

Over the course of the first century, what we
know of as Scripture was being composed by the
great apostles and evangelists of that holiest of



times.WhileGodwasinspiringtheseholydocu-
ments,however,otherdocumentswerebeingwrit-
ten,sometimesbythesamemen.Therewasa
greatdealofconfusionanddifferenceonwhich
booksweretobeincludedinScriptureandwhich
not.

ThisconfusionextendedacrosstheOldand
NewTestaments.TheHebrewScriptures,of
course,didnotincludeseveralofthebookswhich
Catholicsacceptascanonical,specificallyTo-
bit,Judith,Wisdom,Sirach(orEcclesiasticus),
Baruch,andthetwobooksoftheMaccabees,plus
partsofEstherandDaniel.Thisfactissometimes
citedbyProtestantsasproofthatthesebooksare
notinspired.

However,bythetimeofChrist,mostJewsout-
sideofPalestinewereusingtheSeptuagintastheir
Scriptures.TheSeptuagintincluded,inaddition
totheHebrewScriptures,thosebooksandchap-
terswhichProtestantscalltheapocrypha.This
isafactwell-knownamongallScripturescholars.
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SoatthetimeofChrist,the“apocrypha”were
quitewidelyregardedbytheJews,especiallythose
withintheGreek-speakingtradition,asinspired
Scripture.Thefactthattheywerenotoriginally
Hebrewseemsirrelevantinlightofthisfact.

So,atthetimeofChristandthewritingofthe
NewTestament,theacceptedcanonofScripture
usuallyincludedthedeutero-canonicalbooks.How
didthenewChristians,however,treatthisreceived
Scripture,andhowdidtheycometohavetheNew
Testamentincluded?

DeterminingtheCanon

TheearlyChristianswerenothingifnotdedicated
readersoftheScriptures.However,theywerefaced
withtwoproblemsregardingwhattheywouldcon-
sidertobeincludedwithintheirScriptures.First,
theyneededtodeterminewhichbooksofthere-
ceivedJewishScriptures,usuallytheSeptuagint
includingthe“Apocrypha,”shouldbeconsidered
partoftheChristiancanon.Second,theyneeded

1Indeed,it’snotedverymatter-of-factlyinoneofthe
English-speakingworld’smostauthoritativeeditionsofthe
Septuagint,thatofSirLancelotBrenton.

todecidewhichbookscurrentlybeingwritten,if
any,shouldbegiventhesameweightastheScrip-
turesreceivedfromtheJews.

Theanswertobothquestionswasdifficult,and
neitherreceivedadefinitiveanswerquickly;that
is,therewasnoimpartingofthecompleted,un-
questionedcanonofScripturedirectlytomanby
Christ,assomeProtestantsseemtobelieve.

Itisnownecessarytodelvesomewhatintothe
writingsoftheFathersoftheChurchtocontinue
ourinquiry.AllcitationstoChurchFathersin
thispamphlet,unlessotherwisenoted,arefromthe
excellentthree-volumecompendiumofWilliamA.
Jurgens,TheFaithoftheEarlyFathers.

TheOldTestament
RegardingtheOldTestament,thereweregreat
disputesoverwhetherthedeutero-canonicalbooks
shouldbeconsideredofequalweightastheHebrew
Scriptures;asinspired,butofsecondaryweight;
orasmerelyhumanwritings.St.Gregoryof
Nazianz,forexample,writinginthefourthcen-
turyinAsiaMinor,didnotincludethedeutero-
canonicalbooks.St.AmphilochiusofIconium,
aroundthesametime,didnotincludethedeutero-
canonicalbooks,butalsonotedthatmanypeople
didnotincludeEsther,whichProtestantsallac-
cept.

TheApostolicCanons,writtenaroundthebe-
ginningofthefifthcentury,includessomeofthe
deutero-canonicalworks.Italsoincludesseveral
otherbooksthatCatholicsandProtestantsto-
getherreject,suchasthethirdbookofMaccabees
(Catholicsonlyacceptthefirsttwoofthefour).
Ontheotherhand,italsorejectsseveralwhich
Catholicsaccept,suchasBaruch,Tobit,andJu-
dith.

Rufinus,ontheotherhand,writingaroundthe
sametime(theearlyfifthcentury),includedthe
entiretyoftheCatholiccanonoftheOldTesta-
ment,thoughlistingthedeutero-canonicalbooks
separatelyandcallingthem“ecclesiastical”rather
than“canonical.”AndSt.Jeromelistsastandard
ProtestantOldTestament.St.JohnDamascene
includedthedeutero-canonicalbooksintheOld
Testament,butstatedthattheyweresomehowdif-

ferentfromtheothers.
St.Augustine,however,listsastandard

CatholicOldTestamentwiththeexceptionofMac-
cabees.St.Innocentdid,aswell.St.Irenaeuscon-
firmedthe“apocryphal”partsofDanielandheld
thatBaruchwasequalinauthoritytoJeremiah.
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Thisacceptanceofthe“Apocrypha”wassocom-
mon,infact,thatSirLancelotBrentonwasable
tosaythat“[t]hewritersoftheearlyChurch..
.quotethebooksofthe‘Apocrypha’asofequal
authoritywiththeOldTestament.”Thisfactis
concealedbythefactthatfewauthorscompiled
explicitlistsofwhattheyconsideredtobeSacred
Scripture;however,asBrentonnotesinhisedi-
tionoftheSeptuagint,itisclearfromtheuseof
suchbooksthatmostauthorsacceptedthemas
inspired.

Theabove,however,whileevidenceofadeci-
sivetrendtowardincludingthedeutero-canonical
worksasbeingequallyinspiredastheHebrew
Scriptures,ishardlyaclear-cutstatementonthe
subject.Whatitdoesunambiguouslyshowisa
greatdealofconfusionaboutthematter—aconfu-
sionwhich,fromaProtestantperspective,should
beveryperplexing.

TheNewTestament
RegardingtheNewTestament,thereisstillmore
confusion.St.GregoryofNazianz,whoadheredto
themorerestrictedcanonoftheOldTestament,
didnotaccepttheApocalypseofSt.John(often
called“Revelation”)asinspired,whichshouldgive
Christianspauseincitinghimforsupportfora
shortercanon.

St.Amphilochiusdisplaysfurtherconfusion.He
givessomedetailofthedisputessurroundingthe
NewTestamentcanoninhistimeandplace,point-
ingoutthatsomepeopleargueonlythreeepistles
arecanonical(namely,James,IPeter,andIJohn),
whileothersholdthatthereshouldbeseven(the
CatholicEpistlesweknow:James,I-IIPeter,I-
IIIJohn,andJude).Hefurthernotesthat,while
somewillacknowledgetheApocalypseasgenuine,

2“CanonoftheOldTestament,”inTheCatholicEncy-
clopedia,http://www.newadvent.com.


