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Concerning the Freely Given Nature of This Book

Because I do not expect all of my readers to read the copyright page, I have chosen to include a section here to highlight the freely shareable nature of this book. I have dedicated this book to the public domain, meaning that you can freely copy, translate, modify, and distribute this book without restriction and without needing to ask for my permission. This is a resource freely given for the use and edification of the body of Christ. You may visit equipthesaints.church to find a freely available digital copy of the book, freely available audiobook, audiobook supplemental material, as well as (Lord willing) other books and resources I hope to make available in the future. Physical copies of this book will be sold at the lowest cost possible and will not be priced for profit.

We live at a time in our culture when we are inundated with a plethora of Christian resources, yet very few of them are freely available and shareable. Most resources, including English Bible translations, are locked behind copyrights which prevent their free use and distribution, including to other countries where our brothers and sisters do not have access to the wealth of resources that we possess.1 Yet Christ freely gave to us; should we not also freely give? The sale of ministry has become, in my estimation, far too unquestioningly accepted in our time and is, I believe, in need of reform. In our digital age, it is easier than ever to cheaply and widely distribute resources for the edification of the body. Keeping these tools behind paywalls, copyright restrictions, or even “free book” offers that require a transaction of handing over personal information seems to be at odds with the generosity God has shown toward us; freely we have received, so freely we should give. I have become convinced of the argument that ministry should be supported and not sold, and so I offer this book freely in service of Christ’s church. I would urge you to consider the case for freely giving found in Conley Owens’ book The Dorean Principle,2 as well as online at sellingjesus.org and copy.church. Whether or not you agree with the conclusions in whole, I believe you will be challenged to rethink the current paradigm. 

 

 


 

Preface

This book arose out of my desire for believers to become better acquainted with the historical process by which the English Bible they hold in their hands (or read on their devices!) came to be. I believe this is necessary because the average evangelical Protestant tends to be uninformed, or even misinformed, about the Bible’s history. And that is no slight upon the average person; knowledge of church history is not a strong suit of American evangelicalism as a whole, and so that simply trickles down to the everyday churchgoer. Unfortunately, the main place where believers are exposed to little factoids about how we got the Bible—the internet—is chock full of poor or simply untrue information. I have found that it is often well-meaning but misinformed Christians who probably do more to undercut other believers’ faith in the Scriptures and mislead them about the historical role of the Bible in Christianity. Usually, this comes from people who simply don’t know any better. Have you ever come across a meme or image on social media about the corruption of modern Bible translations? Usually, a meme of this sort would come along with warnings about translations such as the NIV and ESV and all of the verses, such as Matthew 18:11, that have been removed from them. It will often speak of a conspiracy on the part of godless publishers who are seeking to change the Word of God and will urge you to hang on to your physical copies since they at least can’t be changed. The issue is that messages like this are true, technically speaking, but they completely lack context and are sensationalistic, misrepresenting what actually accounts for the differences between Bible translations. Sensationalistic information about the Bible serves to undermine the faith in the Scriptures of those who use modern Bible translations. I have no doubt that such memes and images are shared with the well-meaning intention to guard the truth of Scripture, but they instead end up spreading misinformation and so cause others to mistrust the reliability of their Bibles

While the good intentions of the ill-informed are probably most common, sometimes the information comes from Christians with large followings who really should know better. Andy Stanley is the most prominent example in recent memory in my estimation. In his book Irresistible,3 he writes:

Preachers, teachers, and evangelists are far . . . as in far, far . . . more likely to assert “The Bible teaches!” “The Word of God tells us,” “The Scripture says,” rather than “The apostle Paul wrote,” or “Jesus said.” Christians are generally quick to leverage the authority of the Bible. We are not as quick to leverage the authority of the authors of the New Testament or, strangely enough, Jesus himself. This is unfortunate. This approach has undermined and continues to undermine the credibility of our faith. Why? Because supporting our faith with “The Bible says” communicates the foundation of our faith is the Bible. As we’ve discovered, it’s not. Not unless there weren’t any Christians until after the Bible was assembled in the fourth century. “The Bible says” insinuates that the roots of our faith go no deeper than the fourth-century decision to combine first-century documents with the Jewish Scriptures. We would do our generation a great service if we would leverage the actual source of our authority rather than the fourth-century title someone gave to our collection of sacred manuscripts.4

Stanley then goes on to say, 

Clearly, the individually inspired documents—Matthew, Luke, Romans, for example—predated the collection and publication of these individually inspired documents. Eventually, church leaders recognized these particular documents as authoritative and included them in our New Testament along with a version of the Jewish Scriptures. It was a fourth-century church leader, Athanasius of Alexandria, who was first to compile the list of documents that would eventually be recognized and sanctioned by the church as the official New Testament. The list first appears in a letter dated . . . don’t rush by the date . . . AD 336. Leading up to the drafting of this important letter, and for decades following this letter, church leaders debated, as Bob Seger famously said, “What to leave in and what to leave out.”5

The history that Stanley presents is woefully lacking. To hear him tell the story, Christians had no Bible before the fourth century, and it was only in the fourth century that the books of the New Testament were finally compiled. (He also gets his date wrong for Athanasius; the letter is from 367, not 336). The reality is that Christians did have a Bible—though all the books may not have been compiled into a single volume and the edges of the canon were still a little fuzzy—and the Bible really did function as the foundation of the faith since a core of authoritative books was known very early. In the words of the late second-century bishop Irenaeus, “We have learned from none others the plan of our salvation, than from those through whom the Gospel has come down to us, which they did at one time proclaim in public, and, at a later period, by the will of God, handed down to us in the Scriptures, to be the ground and pillar of our faith.”6 Stanley has presented in his teachings and in his writings a picture of the Bible that is inaccurate, and so downplays the function of Scripture in the church and gives all those who have listened to him or read his book a wrong impression about the history of our Bible.

At other times, Christians can tend to overstate how the Bible came to be. Sometimes Christians will say the Dead Sea Scrolls show that the Old Testament was perfectly copied for over a thousand years; though the scrolls do show how faithfully the Old Testament was copied, they also show some large differences and the presence of textual diversity. Other times, you may hear statements about the core of the New Testament canon being fixed by the end of the first century or early second century (which is certainly possible), but our surviving sources cannot prove such an early date. Or you may hear that there are over 24,000 surviving manuscripts of the New Testament, and this helps prove its reliability; there are over 24,000 only if we count all of the ancient translations (there are over 5,000 Greek manuscripts), and that number needs to be nuanced. Furthermore, good manuscript attestation only confirms what someone wrote, not that what they wrote is true.7 As often as poor information circulates, overstatement on the part of Christians is perhaps more harmful. If someone has been defending their confidence in the Bible based upon overstatements, the impact may be quite damaging when they come to realize that the facts cannot actually support their view. This is not to say that I am seeking to diminish the faith that believers have in their Bibles, but I want the reasons they say they know they have the right Bible to be reasons that are based in fact, not in wishful thinking or unsupportable arguments.

All of this is not even to speak of the poor information and sensationalism that comes from the unbelieving world. You might hear things about the Bible being copies of copies of copies and being so hopelessly corrupted that we can never know what the Bible actually said. You might hear that the books of the Bible were chosen by a bunch of powerful bishops who suppressed all competing books. You might hear that there are many “lost books” of the Bible that have been rediscovered that should make us rethink what Christianity is all about. If you go looking for information about how we have the Bible, the odds are that you will find sensationalistic information that is just wrong or lacks context. 

If you do not know where to look or how to evaluate the information that you are hearing, you may have a difficult time accessing reliable information about how the Bible came to be. My intent is to be a guide to finding what is reliable information and to give you the tools to recognize sensationalism, overstatement, or plain untruths. It is also my intent that by the time you finish this book, you will walk away with ever more confidence in the Bible that you have: that you have the right books, with the right words, and with those words translated correctly so that you truly have access to the Word of God.

I have written this book with two audiences in mind. First, I have written this for the person who has little to no exposure to any of the major topics that will be covered. Second, I have written this for the person who may have exposure and is looking to dive deeper. This twofold audience has shaped my approach and formatting of the book. While I personally prefer the use of footnotes, I have chosen to use endnotes to declutter the text for a reader who has little interest in all of the documented support. Yet the notes are there for someone who wants to dig further. It is my goal that this may serve as a reference book for those who are seeking further study, so I have provided a reasonably large number of references to primary sources and relevant secondary sources, in addition to recommended further reading at the end of each chapter and appendices to serve as further reference points (if you are not familiar with church history, I would especially point you to Appendix A for a glossary of figures from church history). Where I cite from older translations of works, I have slightly modified the quotes to modernize the verbs (no -eth endings) and pronouns (replacing “thees” and “thous”). In my approach throughout the book, I have striven to be pastoral and sensitive to where some statements or facts may be troubling and to offer perspective or responses to various challenges. I do not intend for these responses to be the final word, but I hope that having some pastoral sensitivity might be helpful to you in your journey.

As a side note, I should make clear that this book is not an apologetic for the trustworthiness and truthfulness of Scripture. While matters of canon and textual transmission are certainly related to trustworthiness, my concern here is not to defend the truth of what Scripture contains. Throughout the book, I assume God’s word is true and trustworthy and I will not devote space to proving why that is so. Others have written very adequate books on the subject, and I will direct you to them.8 My main concern is to teach how you came to have the Bible you hold in your hands and to clear away any problems that might make you question whether you have the right books, the right words, or the right translation. 

I have structured the book into four sections: Part 1: The Authorship of Scripture; Part 2: The Canon of Scripture; Part 3: The Transmission of Scripture; and Part 4: The Translation of Scripture. In Part 1, we will be considering questions regarding authorship and the composition of Scripture. We will also look at where authorship is and is not important in the history of the Bible. In Part 2, we will examine the canon of Scripture. The main question that this section will seek to answer is why we have the books we have in our Bibles. I have devoted the most attention to this portion of the book because I find this topic to have the most nuance needed and to be the broadest in scope. In Part 3, we will look at how the Bible was copied and transmitted down through the ages. This is easily the most technical part of the book. I have attempted to give a good idea of what has gone into the copying of Scripture, and there is much more that could be said, but I have tried to keep it accessible without going too much into the weeds. In Part 4, we will look at both the process and history of English Bible translation. Because most Americans are monolingual, they do not often have a firsthand frame of reference for the process of translation. My goal is to give you a glimpse into how translation is done, to give you an appreciation for the intricacies and difficulties that come with it, while also giving you confidence that you possess the Word of God in an intelligible form in English. We will close by looking at the history of the Bible in English, bringing our story down to the present.

As we begin this journey, my prayer for you is that you will be equipped to better know how we have come to have the Bible. As you come to better know how we have come to have the Bible, I hope that you will grow in confidence in and love for the Word of God. 






 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 1: The Authorship of Scripture






 

1. 
The Words of God and of Men

This book is primarily concerned with the historical process of how we got the Bible. This is well and good and necessary, particularly when so many false narratives about how the Bible came to be fly about in the popular imagination, yet to focus only on the historical formation would be to miss the most basic reason we have the Bible: God spoke. God chose to reveal himself to us through words in human language, and he chose the written word to be the most enduring form. We have the Bible because God spoke in many times and many places and his words were written down by authorized agents who were commissioned to deliver a message that was not their own. When we speak about the authors of the Bible, we very often speak of the human authors. But if we are to speak of the Bible as the Word of God, how does that relate to human authorship? What does it mean that the Bible is the Word of God written down by men? Before we dig into the question of human authorship, we will take some time to reflect upon the divine authorship of Scripture, as well as why Scripture is even necessary in the first place.

The Need for Revelation

Have you ever thought about how it is that we can know something about another person? How do you know that your brother, father, daughter, or aunt likes or dislikes something? How do you know how they think politically? How do you know what they fear or what they love? The answer to all of these questions, in a very real sense, is revelation. Allow me to demonstrate with an example from my own life. My favorite flavor of ice cream is mint chocolate chip. This is something that is true about me that some of you may or may not know. Now there are two basic ways you can know this about me. First, you could observe that when I have ice cream, more often than not, I will choose mint chocolate chip, and you can reasonably infer that that is probably my favorite flavor. You would probably not be certain that it is my favorite, but your observation would lead you to a conclusion that is most likely correct. The second way you could know this about me is if I tell you, as I just did. I am making a self-disclosure about myself that you now know for sure. You are not making an educated guess, but are taking my word for it that this is true about me and my ice cream preferences. Now let us take the thought one step further. Suppose somebody else told you that my favorite ice cream flavor was mint chocolate chip, could you truly know that about me? Yes, you could, but only if that other person’s information was based upon my own self-revelation, whether through their observation of my actions or through my self-disclosure. Ultimately, I myself am the source of this revelation about my favorite flavor of ice cream. If somebody were to come up to you and tell you that my favorite flavor was mocha, well such an assertion is just flat wrong (I am no fan of mocha at all) and it is not derived from the most authoritative source about my favorite ice cream flavor: myself. My own self-revelation is necessary for you to know this about me, whether by demonstrating it through my actions or by telling you about it. If I so choose, I could withhold this information. I could choose to never again have ice cream and could choose to never tell anyone what my favorite flavor of ice cream is. The fact that mint chocolate chip is my favorite flavor would still be true, but it could never be known beyond my own mind without some form of revelation.

If it is true that knowledge about other persons is based upon their own revelation of themselves, then this is even more true of God himself. How could we know about God, who is so much higher above us, unless he revealed himself to us? As C. S. Lewis so artfully put it, “If Shakespeare and Hamlet could ever meet, it must be Shakespeare’s doing. Hamlet could initiate nothing.”9 As mere created beings, we cannot initiate contact with God; it is the Creator who must reach out to us and show himself to us. This is the great why of the need for revelation and leads us to a discussion of the two ways in which God reveals himself to us: general revelation and special revelation. 

General revelation pertains to our knowledge of God as discerned through observing his actions in the world around us and is probably best understood as what we may learn about God through creation. We call this type of revelation general revelation because it is generally revealed to all peoples in all places at all times. As Paul put it, “For what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood from His workmanship, so that men are without excuse” (Rom. 1:19–20). This revelation is such that men are without excuse as to this basic knowledge about God. The creation itself tells us of God’s wise and powerful nature in how he has ordered it; as the psalmist says, “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of His hands” (Ps. 19:1). God has revealed himself to us in his actions in creating the world. Just as you could make reasonable inferences from observing my choice of ice cream, so much more can we come to reasonable conclusions about God through an observation of creation. Yet general revelation is also limited: it is clear enough to provide us with a general knowledge of God’s existence and power such that mankind is without excuse, yet it does not tell us many specific details about God. It does not tell us, for example, what sort of God he is, nor his plan of salvation, nor his character. Our knowledge of God through general revelation alone is incomplete; the picture is dim and we can very easily wrongly interpret this revelation or even intentionally distort it. Yet God did not leave us with a dim picture of himself, but he chose to reveal himself specifically through his special revelation. This is why special revelation is absolutely necessary, for what can be discerned about God is more clearly and directly revealed by it.

The term special revelation is used to refer to the various ways in which God has spoken: in a direct voice from heaven, in dreams, through prophets, or through the written word. Each of these is a form of special revelation, as they are revealed at specific places and times to specific people. Just as me telling you my favorite flavor of ice cream is clearer, so much clearer is God’s special revelation of himself, of his character, of his attributes, and of his plan for salvation. The greatest form of special revelation that we recognize is God’s self-disclosure through the person of his Son, Jesus Christ: “On many past occasions and in many different ways, God spoke to our fathers through the prophets. But in these last days He has spoken to us by His Son, whom He appointed heir of all things, and through whom He made the universe” (Heb. 1:1–2). Jesus came into the world and took on flesh, and was a living and breathing special revelation of God. He came and revealed himself not to “condemn the world, but to save the world through Him” (John 3:17). Now while God has used various means of delivering his special revelation, the most enduring means that God has intended as normative down through the generations has been the written word of his revelation, in what we call the Bible or the Scriptures, which has been given to us through the medium of men who were guided by the Holy Spirit. 

Men as God’s Authorized Agents

We speak of the Bible as the Word of God, yet we also speak about it as the words of men.10 We speak of Moses writing books, of Paul saying this, and of John saying that. How is it that we simultaneously say two things about the nature of the Bible? To understand how we speak of the Bible as both the words of God and the words of men, we need to think of the men who wrote the words as authorized agents, that is, people who are commissioned to speak or act on behalf of someone else. We could think of a parent sending a child to issue a command to her brother; the brother obeys not because the sister has spoken, but because the sister was commissioned to speak on behalf of the parent with the parent’s authority. In that sense, she functions as an authorized agent. Throughout Scripture, God’s words are primarily delivered and written by authorized agents, most notably the prophets and apostles, who were each divinely commissioned to speak for God and to deliver God’s words. These men “spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Pet. 1:21) and their words were so intertwined with God’s own words that Paul could say, “All Scripture is God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16). The author of Hebrews can even quote Psalm 94 by simply introducing his quotation with the statement, “the Holy Spirit says” (Heb. 3:7). The Scripture is filled with the assumption that men act as God’s authorized agents: Moses records the Law as God commanded him, Jeremiah is told by the Lord, “I have put My words in your mouth” (Jer. 1:9), and the prophets explicitly declare, “thus says the Lord,” delivering their message through human language. The apostles were commissioned by Christ to “go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey all that I have commanded you” (Matt 28:19–20). They were promised the help of the Holy Spirit, who “will guide you into all truth. For He will not speak on His own, but He will speak what He hears, and He will declare to you what is to come” (John 16:13). The messengers are human, but the source is divine. In his high priestly prayer, Christ prays for those who will believe in him through the apostles’ message (John 17:20). Commenting on the implications of Christ’s prayer, Timothy Ward notes,

For the words God the Father gave to God the Son have been given by the Son, in ordinary human language, to his disciples. Therefore everyone who never met the Word incarnate directly, but who hears the words of Christ from the disciples, nevertheless encounters the words of the Father and of Christ, who in those words present themselves to us as the covenant-making God.11

We no longer have prophets declaring to us “thus says the Lord,” but we have the Word of God that has been delivered through various means, written down, and preserved to be the ground and pillar of our faith. The Scriptures are God’s special revelation to us; they are the means by which we come to know God and his character, of his moral law, and of his plan of salvation through Jesus Christ. We know of God through general revelation, but we truly come to know God through his special revelation which he has given to us.

Conclusion: God Spoke

So why do we need revelation? Because without it, we would have no knowledge of God. Just as you would have no knowledge about my ice cream preferences without revelation through my actions or through my words, so too would we have no knowledge of God unless he chose to reveal himself to us through his general and special revelation. Knowledge of God can only come through God’s own self-disclosure; if supposed knowledge of God is based upon anything but the source, it is illegitimate and without any firm foundation. If someone tells you, “I believe God is like X” or “God would never do Y,” yet this statement is not rooted in God’s revelation about himself, it cannot be given any credence. This would be akin to someone telling you that my favorite flavor of ice cream is really mocha, despite my own actions and statements indicating that my favorite flavor is mint chocolate chip. The assertion is divorced from the only real authority that could give it legitimacy.

In a book that is primarily concerned with the historical question of how we got the Bible, we should not lose sight of the ultimate reason for why we have the Bible: God spoke. Why do we need the Bible? We need it to know God, for it is his revelation of himself. In his kindness and according to his good pleasure, he spoke and revealed himself to us so that we may know him and love him. He chose to reveal himself in creation, and he chose especially to reveal himself clearly through the words of human language preserved in the Bible. Throughout this book, we will be considering the historical processes by which the Bible was written, collected into canonical form, transmitted in written manuscripts down through the centuries, and translated into English so that we can read it in our own language today. This historical process may seem to be the answer to the question of how we got the Bible, but to focus on only those aspects would be to miss that God’s speech and his decision to reveal himself is the foundational reason for why we have the Bible. The Bible can be both the Word of God and the words of men because it is God’s speech transmitted by his authorized agents through historical means. The historical process is important and can be complicated, but unless we root our ultimate answer in the fact that God spoke, then the knowledge of how we got the Bible is simply an intellectual exercise exploring interesting facts that have no bearing on life. God has spoken, and he has given us his special revelation in the Bible through historical means that can be known and appreciated. 
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2. 
The Authors of the Old Testament

When we come to the question of the authorship of the Old Testament, there are many respects in which we are asking a question that we cannot answer. The earliest surviving manuscripts we have of the Old Testament are several hundreds of years removed from the time of composition, meaning we do not know what the earliest form of the text looked like. In the intervening period between when the texts were composed and the earliest manuscripts, we see evidence of editors who have had a hand in shaping the books into the form we know them today. Some books, such as Psalms, Proverbs, or 1–2 Kings, are books that incorporate and arrange older texts and their edited nature is quite clear to see. Others are more open to speculation. Complicating matters further regarding authorship is the fact that many books have no author mentioned, while in others, the traditional author is not attested clearly in the text itself. As we shall see, when we speak about the authors of the Old Testament, it is probably just as fair to speak of the editors of the Old Testament as it is to speak of the authors.

The Torah

The first five books of the Old Testament, known as either the Torah (meaning “Law”) according to the Hebrew rendering or the Pentateuch (meaning “Five Scrolls”) in Christian parlance, have traditionally been attributed to Moses. We see this attribution assumed, at least for parts of the Torah, in the Torah itself: Moses writes down what the Lord tells him and takes up the Book of the Covenant (Ex. 24:4, 7), he writes down the Ten Commandments (Ex. 24:27–28), records the happenings of the people (Num. 33:2), and writes down the book of the Law (Deut. 31:24). Outside of the Torah, we find numerous references to the Law (or Book) of Moses throughout other parts of the Old Testament.12 Later Jewish tradition concerning the Old Testament has attributed the whole of the Torah to Moses,13 and at multiple points in the Gospels, Jesus names Moses as the authority behind the citations he gives from the Torah.14 For anyone who honors Jesus Christ as Lord, this fact alone serves as the deciding factor in any question of authorship, at least as far as those passages go. To wholesale deny Mosaic authorship of the Torah is to disagree with Jesus.

The longstanding belief in Moses’s authorship was not challenged to any great extent until the work of Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677), who argued that Moses was not the author of the Pentateuch, creating quite the stir in his day. It has since become essentially orthodoxy outside of believing circles to fully deny any contribution from Moses whatsoever to the Pentateuch, with the present popular critical opinion being that it is a composite of multiple sources stitched together. The most popular explanation of this process is known as the Documentary Hypothesis, famously associated with Karl Heinrich Graf and Julius Wellhausen.15 This hypothesis is also known as the JEPD theory, due to its main tenet that the Torah is made up of four sources: (1) the Jahwist (J), so called for its preference for the name Yahweh; (2) the Elohist (E), so named for its preference for the name Elohim; (3) the Priestly source (P), which is supposed to make up all of the elements concerning the priests; and (4), the Deuteronomist (D), considered to encompass all of Deuteronomy. These various sources were supposedly grafted together over time and represent an evolutionary perspective of the development of the Pentateuch. In its classical form, the hypothesis assumes that Moses is not associated with these sources or responsible for the Law in any way, but it was instead anonymous later editors who compiled these disparate and contradictory sources into their present form. This hypothesis is commonly seen in many critical books on the origins of the Old Testament in their description of how the Pentateuch was formed.16 (It is worth noting that a modified form of the JEPD theory is held by some conservative Christian scholars, though without the anti-supernatural assumptions or wholesale denial of Mosaic authorship).17

Responding to this theory to any large extent is outside of my scope in this book; others have ably done so.18 I will simply briefly provide here some forms of critique leveled against the Documentary Hypothesis: It is completely conjectural and has no evidence beyond the supposed reconstructions;19 it ignores ancient literary conventions that are quite similar to what we see in the Old Testament;20 it assumes an ability to reconstruct the supposed sources to a higher degree than should be possible; and the Old Testament shows knowledge of ancient culture and practice that should not be expected if the sources are as late as supposed.21 The Documentary Hypothesis is a hypothesis that has largely been discredited while still enjoying wide popular currency. Most damning, as K. A. Kitchen puts it, is that “we have as yet no single scrap of external, objective (i.e., tangible) evidence for either the existence or history of ‘J’, ‘E’, or any other alleged source-document.”22 Ultimately, it is this complete lack of physical evidence “which has permitted so much uncontrolled (because unverifiable) theorizing in Old Testament studies.”23 Popularly assumed as it may be, the Documentary Hypothesis can marshal nothing beyond hypothetical reconstructions.

Now my point in drawing attention to the Documentary Hypothesis is to demonstrate that, though it is inherently skeptical of Mosaic and divine authorship, the idea of editors need not be rejected as wholly opposed to a high view of Scripture. That editors had a hand in the formation of the Torah is something that is actually quite evident in the text. If it turned out that Moses did not write every single word of the Torah in the form that we have today, would this undermine the authority of Scripture? I have heard it suggested that this would be the case. If your answer is yes, then I hope to convince you otherwise that affirming editorial work in the Torah is not antithetical to a high view of Scripture.

First, we should note that, though Moses is traditionally cited as the main authority behind the Torah, the books do not internally identify him as their author in totality—at least in their present textual form. This is especially true of Genesis, which gives no internal indications whatsoever as to anyone’s authorship. Second, the books of the Torah bear multiple obvious places of later editorial work. We do not know what form the text was in during Moses’s day, but it was certainly not in its final form as we know it now. There are multiple places where we can detect the hands of later editors who have helped shape the text. As some examples, we find (1) a reference in Genesis 14:14 to Abram pursuing his enemies as far as Dan when the city would have been then known as Laish; the city was not called Dan until after the conquest of Canaan (Judg. 18:29), which was after the death of Moses; (2) Genesis 36:31 refers to kings of Israel as if they presently reign or reigned in the past; (3) Deuteronomy 2:10–12 is a parenthetical note that looks back on the conquest of Canaan as a past event, rather than forward to it as a future event; (4) Perhaps the most obvious is the account of Moses’s death in Deuteronomy 34. These and other passages24 point toward later editorial work, which can be asserted with reasonable confidence. What cannot be stated with any confidence, however, is the extent of the editorial work, as proponents of the Documentary Hypothesis do. Even if the editorial work was quite extensive, however, it need not be in conflict with Moses as the primary source of the material. For later editors to take material that Moses had written, edit it, and put it into the textual form that we have today does not remove Moses from the equation. Mosaic authorship is not an all-or-nothing matter; he can stand as the authority through whom God delivered his Law and his words, while later editors can have a providentially-led hand in shaping the Torah into the text as we know it today. We shall revisit this topic further in Chapter 13.

The internal evidence of the Torah points to Moses as its primary authority, as the one through whom God delivered his revelation. The internal evidence also points to some form of editorial work, where later editors seem to have had a hand in molding the text. While we cannot have certainty regarding the stages of composition and textual development, the internal testimony of the Old Testament, consistent Jewish tradition, and view of Jesus and his apostles leads me to affirm that Moses is the primary authority behind at least four books of the Torah—Genesis having no internal or external factors indicating authorship.

The Historical Books

Authorship of the historical books is a far less controversial matter than Mosaic authorship of the Torah, largely because we have no legitimate idea as to who wrote them. With the exception of Ezra and Nehemiah (which could be considered a single work), the historical books are anonymous compositions and their authorship is unimportant. We may perhaps be at least able to ascribe some of these books to a specific school, namely that of the prophets. Several factors play into this assumption.

Most suggestive is the way these books have been categorized, both in the present Jewish threefold form of the Tanakh and the earlier twofold form of the Law and the Prophets. The Tanakh is a Hebrew acronym, which stands for Torah, Nevi’im, and Ketuvim (Law, Prophets, and Writings). Many of the historical books—Joshua, Judges, 1–2 Samuel, 1–2 Kings—do not fall under the category of the writings (Ketuvim) in the Jewish ordering of the Old Testament as we may expect, but under the prophets (Nevi’im). These books would be considered the Former Prophets, and would also fall under the earlier twofold category of Law and Prophets. This makes it a not unreasonable assumption that members of the prophetic school are responsible for these books.

The prevailing view concerning the composition of the historical books is known as the Deuteronomistic History, most famously put forward by Martin Noth. The general thrust of the theory is that the historical books running from Deuteronomy to 2 Kings are a unified literary work by a single author or redactor, constructed so as to provide a theological interpretation of Israel’s history. This necessarily means that Deuteronomy, or parts of it, are quite late and not related to Moses. Deuteronomy thus becomes the introductory material and the backdrop against which the rest of Israel’s history is read in the subsequent books.25 Aside from the general assumption of the late date of Deuteronomy, the framework of the Deuteronomistic History actually fits well within an understanding of the prophets as the authority behind the composition of the Former Prophets. Joshua is a continuation of Deuteronomy, while Judges and 1–2 Kings, especially, require the backdrop of Deuteronomy. The books of 1–2 Kings are essentially a theological explanation of the eventual exile of Israel and Judah in light of the covenant curses of Deuteronomy 28. While it may not be plausible to speak of a specific author or redactor, there is certainly a unity that could reasonably be understood as the prophets documenting and interpreting Israel and Judah’s history to explain why they have experienced such hardships, namely their unfaithfulness to the covenant. In this sense, we could understand the prophets as the authoritative interpreters of Israel’s history.

Now we have spoken of the prophets as perhaps the most likely source behind the historical books. In terms of authorship, it is probably better to speak of prophetic editors for these books than any other in the Old Testament, especially when it comes to 1–2 Samuel, 1–2 Kings, and 1–2 Chronicles. This is because in these books it is most obvious that historians/editors are drawing upon earlier sources and editing and interpreting them. More than any other books, we see that various sources were explicitly drawn upon in the composition of these books, and quite possibly other written sources that are not named. We see references to the Book of Jashar (or the Upright), the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel/Judah, the Book of the Acts of Solomon, the Book of Gad the Seer, the History of Nathan the Prophet, the Prophecy of Ahijah the Shilonite, and the Annals of Jehu, among others. We even find some texts cited, such as the proclamation of Cyrus (Ezra 1:1–4). Earlier written material existed, and this was then shaped by these unknown authors/editors, such that we now have the books as we know them today.

The notable exceptions to the anonymity of the historical books are Ezra and Nehemiah. These two books include some first-person narratives from both Ezra and Nehemiah, indicating that at least portions of these books came from the recollections of these figures. Whether they were responsible for the final text cannot be known, but at a minimum, we can say that parts of their writings were incorporated into the whole.

Poetry and Wisdom Literature

While we list poetry and wisdom literature as a single unit, we cannot make generalizations about their authorship. We will thus look at each book in turn.

Job

Concerning the authorship and composition of Job, we have little to say. It is a wholly anonymous work and the text makes no hints about who composed it. Jewish tradition ascribes Job to Moses,26 but there is nothing internally to suggest that Moses had anything to do with writing it. It is best not to speculate and to simply accept the book as anonymous as far as we are concerned. 

Psalms

Of all of the books of the Old Testament, Psalms is the one that most apparently encompasses multiple authors. Of the 150 Psalms, 73 are attributed to David, twelve to Asaph, eleven to the Sons of Korah, three to Jeduthun, two to Solomon, and a single psalm attributed to Ethan the Ezrahite, Heman the Ezrahite, and Moses, respectively. One-third of the psalms are wholly anonymous. We should note, however, that the Hebrew grammatical construction that we understand to attribute authorship is not unambiguous. It is possible that it could be understood as a general “associated with David” (or any of the other named figures), although authorship is the most likely understanding in most cases.

Though the grammar raises some minor questions about how the titles should be understood, it is the reliability of the titles themselves that raises the most controversy. Are they original? Are they late additions to the text? Are they inspired? Many would argue that the titles are not original and are therefore not historically reliable.27 The ambiguity of how to understand the titles is perhaps best seen in Bible translations, as the titles are typically set aside in some way so as to indicate that they are not part of the text. In reality, the titles are part of the Hebrew text and make up the first verse of whichever Psalm they are part of in the Hebrew. Since there is disagreement amongst orthodox believers, let us consider some factors that will help us evaluate the titles:


	
• No Hebrew manuscript exists that lacks the titles; the titles are always part of the text in some form.


	
• By the time Psalms was translated into Greek, it would appear that some of the Hebrew in the titles was so ancient as to no longer be properly understood.28 This suggests the titles were quite old even by the second century BC.


	
• The Masoretic Text (MT), which the English text of our Bibles is translated from, contains titles for 116 of the 150 Psalms. In the Septuagint (LXX; the Greek translation of the Old Testament), up to 148 of the Psalms have titles.


	
• The Psalms were certainly arranged by later editors, as their general arrangement into five books indicates.




Psalms is clearly an edited and arranged book, making it likely that many of the titles were added to the psalms when they were compiled. By the same token, the titles also appear to be quite old, meaning they were added sometime before the earliest manuscripts we have of the Old Testament. Yet the titles were not wholly fixed, as the additional titles and differences between the MT and LXX indicate. The most likely conclusion seems to be that the titles are old, but many—if not all—are not original to the text of the psalms that are now included in the Psalter. I would not leave that conclusion there, however; I would go further and say that though the titles are not original, they are canonical. These titles are a part of the canonical text as far back as we can see, and thus they stood as a part of the text that Jesus and the apostles would have used and also gave credence to.

We may infer that Jesus and the apostles accepted at least Davidic authorship for several of the Psalms in accordance with the titles, and at times, in the absence of titles—at least absent when compared to the MT. As some examples,29 Jesus names David as the author of Psalm 110 (Matt. 22:43–45; Mark 12:35–37; Luke 20:41–44) and Peter refers to the Holy Spirit as speaking through the mouth of David when he cites Psalm 69:25 and 109:8 (Acts 1:15–20), which agree with the titles. Yet the apostles also cite David as the author of Psalm 2 (Acts 4:25), which bears no title in the MT, but does in the LXX. Some may dismiss this as Jesus and the apostles speaking conventionally,30 but the weight of New Testament citations would lead, at least on theological grounds, to the conclusion that David authored these and other Psalms. Though the titles may not be original to the psalms as initially composed, we do not therefore need to conclude that they are unreliable.

Books Commonly Attributed to Solomon

The book of Proverbs opens with the title: “These are the proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel” (1:1). This identifies Solomon as an author, though not necessarily the author of the whole of Proverbs. It is apparent that he is not responsible for the whole when we see that all of chapter 30 contains the proverbs of Agur, while 31:1–9 is attributed to Lemuel. It seems more likely that the book of Proverbs is a compilation of various collections of proverbs, some associated with Solomon, others not. Suggestive of this type of compilation are the sections that are attributed to “the wise” (22:17–24:22 and 24:23–34), as well as the statement in 25:1 about what follows: “These are additional proverbs of Solomon, which were copied by the men of Hezekiah king of Judah.” Many proverbs certainly go back to Solomon, but we cannot speak of him as the author of Proverbs in its final form. Other figures compiled Proverbs as we know it, taking proverbs of Solomon and of others and arranging them into the configuration we know today. We are again in a position of speaking of editors and compilers just as much as we are of speaking of authors of the Old Testament.

Who to consider the author of Ecclesiastes largely comes down to matters of interpretation. Ecclesiastes opens with the introduction, “These are the words of the Teacher [Qoheleth], the son of David, king in Jerusalem.” The traditional author is understood to be Solomon and the information provided is suggestive of him, but the text does not explicitly name him. Linguistically speaking, the title “son of David” could refer to any number of the Judean kings who descended from David. We also see two clear voices present in the book: the third-person voice in the prologue and epilogue (Eccl. 1:1–11; 12:19–13), and then the first-person voice of Qoheleth that makes up the rest of the text. It appears then that we have the earlier figure, Qoheleth (whether identified with Solomon or not), and then the later figure who provides the commentary in the prologue and epilogue. Various interpretive issues are at play,31 so at best we can say that the exact authorship of Ecclesiastes is uncertain. 

The Song of Songs (or Song of Solomon) is also commonly associated with Solomon based upon the opening of the book: “The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s.” There is, however, some ambiguity as to how verse 1:1 should be understood. The Hebrew grammatical form which is used for “is Solomon’s” is the same as the form that is in the titles of the Psalms. Viewing Solomon as the author would be the most common way of understanding what is meant, yet it could also be understood in terms of dedication (“for Solomon”) or broad association (“about Solomon” or “pertaining to Solomon”). Solomon is thus the most likely author, but some uncertainty remains.

Our general conclusion as regards the books traditionally attributed to Solomon is that his authorship is either partial or uncertain. I note again, the authority of the books does not depend upon Solomon having been responsible in whole or in part for authoring these books. These are portions of the oracles of God that were entrusted to the Jews (Rom. 3:2) and their authority depends upon whether the Holy Spirit has spoken through them, not whether Solomon has. 

The Prophets

In all circumstances but one or two, we can speak of the named prophets as being the authorities standing behind the books that bear their names. Jonah is the notable exception, for it is a third-person account of Jonah that seems to have been written by another figure, while the narrative portions of Daniel would also seem to fit the same pattern. Most of the prophetic works are oracles that God delivered to his prophets, which were then put down into words and preserved for us. Now whether the prophets themselves put pen to parchment and arranged the books as we now know them is open to speculation. These are the questions of composition that we can never know. Perhaps suggestive that scribes were responsible for the actual writing and compiling of the prophecies is the fact that Jeremiah employed Baruch the scribe, who is recorded as writing on a scroll what Jeremiah dictated to him (Jer. 36:4). That a similar state of affairs could have existed for other prophets is possible, but anything beyond what we read of Baruch is speculation.

It is perfectly reasonable to also speak of the potential role of editors and compilers when it comes to the finished form of the prophets, particularly of the Major Prophets. Where this is most apparent is in a comparison between Isaiah 36–37 and 2 Kings 18:13–19:37; the texts are almost exactly identical. This suggests that there is literary dependence one way or the other—2 Kings borrowing from Isaiah or Isaiah borrowing from 2 Kings—or mutual dependence upon a single source. Since we know that multiple sources were used in the composition of 1–2 Kings, it does not seem unreasonable to assume that this same source could have been used in the literary composition of Isaiah. The exact direction of dependence is unknown, but two of the possibilities point to an editor using other material in compiling Isaiah. One final factor that lends itself to the reasonableness of editorial work especially in the Major Prophets is the reality that these books are quite large. The prophecies contained in them were not delivered all at once but over a period of many years. Some sort of compiling process would have needed to take place, whether by the prophet himself or by others. This necessitates some sort of editorial work, either in the lifetime of the prophet or after it.

Conclusion

When we think about the authors of the Old Testament, many are simply not known and their identities are, quite frankly, unimportant. My aim here is not to disrupt traditional views of Old Testament authorship but to point out that some tightly held views concerning the authorship of certain books of the Old Testament are unnecessary and do not arise from the text itself. Just because critical scholars raise questions about elements of traditional authorship does not mean that we must dig our heels in and deny any validity to their findings. If there is anything I have hoped to have convinced you of, it is that editors playing a role in the composition and development of the final canonical form of the text is not a conclusion that is antithetical to a high view of Scripture. If God could guide the authors to produce the message he wanted, why could he not also guide later editors to shape the text into the form he wanted as well? The presence of editors and/or compilers is quite apparent at various points in the text of the Old Testament, and at others, it is more speculative, but it is there to one degree or another all the same.

Where the internal testimony of the text or the later testimony of Jesus and the apostles affirms traditional authorship of books of the Old Testament, there is no reason to cast it aside. At other points, traditional authorship is not as strongly supported as might sometimes be supposed. Whether we know the authors of the various books of the Old Testament or not is a matter of indifference; these are the books that Jesus and the apostles accepted in their day and the ones that Paul could affirm as God-breathed. If they are God-breathed and the Holy Spirit was operative in their composition, then the precise human vessel is ultimately not of great significance.
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3.
The Authors of the New Testament

In comparison with the Old Testament, the authorship of the New Testament is a relatively straightforward matter. After all, Paul identifies himself in all of his letters, as do James, Jude, and Peter. But have you ever stopped to think that a number of the books of the New Testament are essentially anonymous works, at least as far as the text itself is concerned? Nowhere in the text of the Gospels is the author named, the author of Acts is anonymous, neither is a name given in 1–3 John nor in Hebrews. Except for Hebrews, which today is not strongly identified with a specific author, how is it that we have come to identify the authors of these works? As we did with the Old Testament, we will now consider some matters of New Testament authorship.

The Gospels

We likely rarely ever think of the Gospels as anonymous, but as far as their texts are concerned, they never actually identify an author. This does not mean that they were strictly anonymous to the point that the original audiences would have had no idea who was responsible for them, but they do not go out of their way to state, “I, Luke, composed this Gospel by my own hand.” If the text gives no names, where did the names in the titles come from? This is the question we will seek to answer.

As far back as we can historically tell, the titles of the evangelists have always been associated with the four canonical Gospels. The earliest extant testimony about who wrote the Gospels comes from a man named Papias of Hierapolis (c. 60 – c. 130), who was described as “an ancient man who was a hearer of John and a companion of Polycarp”32 (we will have more to say about Polycarp later). He lived at least while John was still alive, as well as others who had heard the apostles, and he was concerned with gathering what traditions from the apostles that he could.33 Writing perhaps around the year 110, and likely relating a tradition that goes back even earlier, he says:

And the elder used to say this: “Mark, having become Peter’s interpreter, wrote down accurately everything he remembered, though not in order, of the things either said or done by Christ. For he neither heard the Lord nor followed him, but afterward, as I said, followed Peter, who adapted his teachings as needed but had no intention of giving an ordered account of the Lord’s sayings. Consequently Mark did nothing wrong in writing down some things as he remembered them, for he made it his one concern not to omit anything that he heard or to make any false statement in them… So Matthew composed the oracles in the Hebrew language and each person interpreted them as best he could.”34

This passage from Papias opens up some interesting questions that have been the subject of scholarly debate (which we will not engage in here), but there are three points of interest worth noting. First, Papias ascribes at least his testimony concerning Mark to “the elder,” who is possibly to be identified with the apostle John. Second is the association of Mark with Peter: Mark’s Gospel is essentially Peter’s Gospel. Although Mark compiled the Gospel, its source is largely Peter.35 Aside from the interesting question of what Papias meant by “the Hebrew language,” it is noteworthy that Papias applies the name Matthew, a rather obscure disciple, to one of the Gospels, which is indicative of the name being attached quite early. 

The earliest extant testimony concerning the naming of John and Luke comes from Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 130 – c. 202) around the year 180, who is a significant figure in his own right. He was a disciple of Polycarp, who was in turn a disciple of John, meaning Irenaeus is only two steps removed from the apostle. He rehearses the testimony we have from Papias concerning Mark and Matthew and adds to it:

Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect, while Peter and Paul were preaching at Rome, and laying the foundations of the Church. After their departure, Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, did also hand down to us in writing what had been preached by Peter. Luke also, the companion of Paul, recorded in a book the Gospel preached by him. Afterwards, John, the disciple of the Lord, who also had leaned upon His breast, did himself publish a Gospel during his residence at Ephesus in Asia.36

The names of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are the only names we know to have ever been attached to these Gospels. Despite claims that the titles of the Gospels are later additions,37 there are strong reasons to think that these titles were original or nearly original to the works themselves.38 Several factors suggest this. First are the names of the evangelists: aside from the apostle John, the three evangelists Matthew, Mark, and Luke are rather obscure figures. This obscurity actually lends to the credibility of them being the true authors; why choose relatively unknown figures? Second, there is no extant evidence that any other names were ever attached to the Gospels. Third, the very titles of the Gospels in the manuscript tradition presuppose the existence and knowledge of at least one other Gospel. In the manuscript tradition, the titles are typically presented as “The Gospel According to Mark” (euangelion kata markon) or “The Gospel According to Matthew” (euangelion kata mathaion), and so forth.39 Our common manner of referring to the “Gospel of Mark” or the “Gospel of Matthew” can imply multiple gospel messages, as if there were more than one, but the original Gospel titles make clear that there is but one gospel according to different evangelists. If no other Gospels were known, it seems likely that the circumstances requiring such a naming convention would not exist. The introduction to Luke’s Gospel even indicates that he was aware of other Gospel-like writings: 

Many have undertaken to compose an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by the initial eyewitnesses and servants of the word. Therefore, having carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught. (Luke 1:1–4).

Given Papias’s comment that Mark “wrote down accurately everything he remembered, though not in order,” Luke’s intention to give an orderly account is perhaps indicative of setting in order what Mark had not. This supposition is related to what is known as the Synoptic Problem. The three synoptic Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—are all related literarily, to the point that the writers almost certainly borrowed from each other in some way. The most common explanation for this dependence is that Mark was written first and then Matthew and Luke borrowed and adapted material from Mark.40 If this is the case, and it likely is in some form, then there is immediately a need to differentiate Matthew and Luke’s Gospel from Mark’s, hence the need to provide titles. 


Figure 3.1. The cover of Codex Amiatinus, the oldest surviving complete manuscript of the Latin Vulgate (8th century). The four evangelists are depicted in the four corners.
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While doctrine does not hang upon knowing the exact authors of the Gospels, there is little reason to suppose that the names we have are erroneous. The church has always understood the Gospels as written by apostles or associates of apostles, and, as far as we can tell, has always understood these four individuals to be the ones responsible for the four Gospels.

The Acts of the Apostles

Naming Luke as the author of Acts is intrinsically tied to the naming of Luke as the author of the Gospel that bears his name; the two works are so closely tied that they are often referred to as the single unit of Luke-Acts. The earliest extant testimony to explicitly name Luke also comes from Irenaeus, who called Luke “inseparable from Paul” and said that since “Luke was present at all these occurrences, he carefully noted them down in writing.”41 The internal evidence, which Irenaeus in fact mentions in the cited passage, points to the author of Acts being a companion of Paul. At various points in the narrative, the voice of Acts shifts to mentioning “we,” such as in Acts 16:10 when we see the statement, “we got ready to leave for Macedonia.”42 These “we” statements show that the writer was with Paul on these occasions, though the text gives no indication as to who this traveling companion could be. From Paul’s letters, however, we find three references to Luke as a fellow worker with Paul who was also with him at the time of writing.43 While there would be no reason to assume Luke was the author of Acts on a purely internal basis, the close association with Luke’s Gospel, church tradition, and the internal consistency of Acts leads us to identify Luke as the author.

Paul’s Epistles

The question of Pauline authorship is quite straightforward, as he identifies himself in each of his thirteen epistles in the New Testament and the church accepted these letters as Pauline from the very beginning. Perhaps the most we can ask of these epistles is, did Paul himself write the epistles? Almost certainly not; it is doubtful that he personally penned any of them. He most likely dictated all of his epistles to a scribe, or, in more technical parlance, to an amanuensis. We see explicit evidence where Paul used an amanuensis in Romans, where Tertius breaks into the greetings with the statement, “I, Tertius, who wrote down this letter, greet you in the Lord” (Rom. 16:22). Reflective of an amanuensis are the multiple times where Paul indicates that he has taken up the pen to sign his own name.44 In other epistles, Paul may not even be considered the sole author: in the greetings of multiple epistles, he identifies other associates who were with him, such as Sosthenes,45 Timothy,46 and Silas,47 who may have played a role in the development of the epistle. We thus should not think of authorship as a matter of who personally wrote the letter but in terms of who is the primary authority behind its contents. In that regard, the primary authority behind each epistle, regardless of input from others, is unquestionably Paul.

Despite the long and universal recognition of Paul’s epistles and complete lack of doubt over their authenticity for eighteen centuries, it has become common (even orthodoxy!) in critical scholarly circles to consider only seven epistles to be genuine: Romans, 1–2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon. The remaining letters are considered to be pseudonymous, that is, falsely written under Paul’s name. These conclusions are reached largely on presuppositions about theology and differences in vocabulary and style in the letters. For example, the ecclesiology (doctrine of the church) of the pastoral epistles (1–2 Timothy and Titus) is presumed to be too developed and thus must reflect a later time in church history. It is often proposed that these epistles were forged in the name of Paul to provide more firepower in second-century theological disputes.48 On stylistic grounds, the letters are deemed to vary too much from the other epistles of Paul, with over a third of the words (306) not appearing anywhere else in his other epistles.49 The theological arguments assume that the situation described in the pastorals reflects a second-century context, such that the first-century church had not yet developed such a structure. The stylistic and vocabulary differences sound less impressive when we consider just how small of a sample from Paul we actually have and how prejudicial the idea is that style could never change in different circumstances. N. T. Wright is worth quoting at length concerning the difficulties of making any firm arguments on stylistic grounds, here arguing in favor of Pauline authorship of Colossians and Ephesians, though it is equally applicable to the whole Pauline corpus:

Arguments from style are clearly important in principle. But they are hard to make in practice. We have such a tiny sample of Paul’s writing, hardly an adequate database for definite conclusions about authorship. Those who have done computer analyses of Paul’s style come up with more ‘conservative’ results than we might have expected. In fact, if it’s stylistic differences we want, the most striking are, in my opinion, the radical differences between 1 and 2 Corinthians. The second letter to Corinth is much jerkier; its sentences are dense and convoluted, bending back on themselves, twisting to and fro with language about God, Jesus Christ, and Paul’s ministry. The organization of the material is much less crisp. There is a far greater difference between those two Corinthian letters that there is between Galatians and Romans on the one hand and Ephesians and Colossians on the other; yet nobody for that reason cast doubt on 2 Corinthians. As John A. T. Robinson pointed out from his personal experience a generation ago, a busy church leader may well write in very different styles for different occasions and audiences. The same person can be working simultaneously on a large academic project with careful, ponderous sentences and a short, snappy talk for the Sunday school. It has not been unknown for senior biblical scholars to write children’s fiction. More directly to the point, it has recently been argued strikingly that Ephesians and Colossians show evidence of a deliberate ‘Asiatic’ style which Paul could easily have adopted for readers in western Turkey.’ I regard the possibility of significant variation in Paul’s own style as much higher than the possibility that someone else, a companion or co-worker could achieve such a measure of similarity. Other historical examples of that genre do not encourage us to suppose they would have been so successful.50

Arguments against Paul’s authorship of the other six epistles are a relatively recent phenomenon and arise from certain presuppositions. All of the epistles included in our New Testament were universally accepted as Paul’s by the church fathers and beyond. As we will see in our chapters on the canon, early Christians were not so credulous as to simply accept anything that had an apostle’s name attached to it; they sought what had been written by apostles and had been handed down by them. Other letters attributed to Paul, such as 3 Corinthians and the Epistle to the Laodiceans, were not accepted as Pauline and recognized as not having originated with him. Challenges are recent and the question of authorship has been ably defended.51

Hebrews

The most problematic book regarding authorship is the Epistle to the Hebrews. While consensus has existed in the church around the authorship of all other New Testament books, none has truly existed for Hebrews. It is not hard to see why, since the text never names its author. From an early date, it was thought that Paul had written the epistle, though this was far from a unanimous opinion, and even then, it was not without speculation. For example, Clement of Alexandria thought it was written by Paul in Hebrew and then translated into Greek by Luke. He also knew of another individual who suggested that Paul intentionally wrote the epistle anonymously so that the Hebrews would not immediately reject the letter.52 But other names were also suggested in addition to Paul. Tertullian believed the author to be Barnabas.53 Origen gave the opinion that the thoughts of the epistle were Paul’s, but the actual words were written by “some one who remembered the apostolic teachings, and wrote down at his leisure what had been said by his teacher.” He also indicates that others he knew of had suggested Clement of Rome or Luke.54 Even during the Reformation, Martin Luther thought Apollos might have been the author. Internally, the epistle indicates it may have been written by a second-generation Christian who had received the apostles’ teaching. This is suggested by the statement that “[the message] was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard Him” (Heb. 2:3). Any specific identity is merely speculation. So who wrote Hebrews? We really do not know. It is probably best to say, as Origen did, that “the thoughts of the epistle are admirable, and not inferior to the acknowledged apostolic writings, any one who carefully examines the apostolic text will admit… But who wrote the epistle, in truth, God knows.”55

The Catholic Epistles

Commonly known as the General Epistles, these epistles have historically been grouped together and known as the Catholic Epistles because they have been considered universal (or general) in scope rather than particular (“catholic” means universal). They are a collection of short epistles by multiple authors, so we will look at each in turn by author.

1–3 John 

The epistle of 1 John does not name its author, but it does identify its author as one who has heard, seen, and touched with his hands that concerning which he testifies (1 John 1:1–3). The second and third epistles attributed to John only bear the title of “the elder” in their introductions. In this sense, the epistles are not anonymous to the original recipients, but they are anonymous, strictly speaking, to later generations if all we had to go off of was the text itself. Early church fathers such as Irenaeus56 and Clement of Alexandria57 name John the apostle as the author of these epistles, while the Muratorian Fragment mentions two epistles and also ascribes them to the apostle. Some doubt existed about whether 2 and 3 John were penned by a different John rather than John the apostle.58
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