
Lesson 13: Critical Questions on Bible 
Inspiration 

 How do we know which books belong in the Bible? 
 

DOES MY BIBLE CONTAIN ALL OF THE RIGHT BOOKS?  
If you go to a book store to purchase a Bible, you might notice that some have extra books 
known as the Apocrypha included.  In a previous lesson, we’ve studied why the Apocrypha 
are not inspired books. Do you remember the reasons?  If not, go back and review lesson six. 
On your trip to the bookstore, you might also go to another section and find books with 
titles like the Da Vinci Code or The Lost Gospel of Judas Iscariot which claim that there are 
valid gospels that have been purposely left out of our New Testaments.  A recent BBC 
documentary, The Lost Gospels, claims that there are several such books that were omitted 
from the Bible.  Were there?  How do we know which books should be included the Bible?  
How were books included or excluded to begin with?  In this lesson, we’ll seek to find 
answers these important questions.  
  

THE CANON OF SCRIPTURE 
The word canon originally referred to “a reed or measuring rod;” it came to mean “the 
norm or rule,” and eventually came to mean an official “catalog or list.”  In reference to the 
Bible, the term Canon signifies a collection of writings which are inspired by God and have 
been generally recognized by His people as being authoritative and binding.  There are four 
factors to consider in determining whether or not a book belongs in the canon: 

1. Inspiration is the prime factor in determining the canonicity (2 Timothy 3:16-17).        
No man, church or council made the books of the Bible authoritative.  Authority came 
from God’s inspiration before any book was considered part of the canon!  On this point, 
Bible scholar F.F. Bruce wrote: 

“One thing must be emphatically stated.  The New Testament books did not become 
authoritative for the Church because they were formally included in a canonical list; 
on the contrary, the Church included them in her canon because she already 
regarded them as divinely inspired, recognizing their innate worth and generally 
apostolic authority, direct or indirect.  The first ecclesiastical councils to classify the 
canonical books were both held in North Africa -- at Hippo Regius in 393 and at 
Carthage in 397 -- but what these councils did was not to impose something new 
upon the Christian communities but to codify what was already the general practice 
of those communities.” (The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable?,  p. 27) 

       Neil Lightfoot explains it this way:  
“There is a difference between the canonicity of a book and the authority of that 
book.  A book’s canonicity depends upon its authority.  When Paul, for example, 
writes to the Corinthians, the letter is to be acknowledged as possessing divine 
authority (1 Cor. 14:37).  This letter had authority from the moment he wrote it, yet 
it could not be referred to as canonical until it was received in a list of accepted 



writings formed sometime later.  At a later time it was accepted as canonical 
because of its inherent authority.” (How We Got The Bible, pp. 81-82; emp. mine) 

To have authority, a book must have been written by an inspired apostle or prophet. 
If it had such authority, men were expected to receive it and comply with it (see              
2 Peter 3:2, 15-16; 2 Thessalonians 2:15; Ephesians 3:4-5; 1 Corinthians 14:37) 
 

2. The character of a book’s contents helps determine whether or not it is part of the 
canon.   Is it of a spiritual nature, and is it in harmony with other inspired books.  This 
test is important to make sure that works containing human philosophy or false 
doctrine are not accepted into the canon!  Paul commanded the Thessalonians not to 
be troubled by faked apostolic letters which contradicted truth he had taught. “We 
ask you, not to be soon shaken in mind or troubled, either by spirit or by word or by 
letter, as if from us, as though the day of Christ had come” (2 Thess. 2:1-2).  There 
were men who were “false apostles” (2 Corinthians 11:13).  Such men were fully 
capable of producing forged epistles or gospels.  They were accursed! (Gal. 1:8-9).  

  
3. The date or timeframe in which a work was written is very important.  The apostle 

and prophets of Christ lived in the 1st century A.D. and completed the inspired 
writings then.  Paul says that God displayed the apostles “last.” (1 Corinthians 4:9).  
The church was built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets (Eph. 2:20).  It 
cannot contain anything that is not supported by their work.  God’s plan for 
redemption was revealed specifically to the apostles and prophets (Ephesians 3:5).   

 

4. Use and acceptance by God’s people.  The church did not give us the Bible; the Bible 
was given to the church! There is historical evidence that all the New Testament 
books were being used early in the 2nd century, but there is no evidence of a definitive 
list until the middle of that century.  Early Christians  took the New Testament 
writings to be divinely inspired and thus authoritative — this is evident because they 
refer to them as the gospels or letters of the apostles, and often quote from them. 
 Ignatius (A.D. 35-108) penned a letter to the church in Philadelphia, in which he 

wrote: “The prophets and the apostles receive from God, through Jesus Christ, one 
and the same Holy Spirit, who is good, and sovereign, and true, and the Author of 
[saving] knowledge. For there is one God of the Old and New Testament.” 

 Clement of Rome, writing towards the end of the first century (~96 A.D.) clearly 
regarded Paul’s first epistle to the Corinthians as divinely inspired: “Read your 
letter from the blessed Apostle Paul again. What did he write to you in those early 
Gospel days.  How truly the things he said about himself and Cephas and Apollos 
were inspired by the Spirit.” 

 Tertullian (A.D. 160-220) also speaks of “The Law and the Prophets, with the 
Gospels and the Apostles.” Clement of Alexandria makes a similar distinction. 

The canon of the New Testament was used as such long before a list of recognized books 
was drawn up by the author of the Muratorian Canon (around 150 A.D.) or by the historian 
Eusebius almost two centuries later.   
 

SHOULD OTHER BOOKS HAVE BEEN INCLUDED IN THE NEW TESTAMENT? 



What about the “Lost Books” that some say should be included in the New Testament? 
These writings (sometimes called the Pseudepigrapha) are works that the vast majority of 
scholars, both past and present, agree do not belong in the Canon.  They fall into two 
different categories.  First, there are books that are non-canonical but also non-heretical; 
they were probably written by well-meaning Christians intending to teach or pass on what 
they believed to be truth.  Like good commentaries in modern times, these works were 
sometimes quoted by the early Christians.  They include such works as the Dicache and  The 
Shepherd of Hermas. 

The second group of writings are works of heresy and gross error, most of which were 
written by Gnostic writers.  These writings were largely rejected or ignored by early 
Christians because they are incompatible with known inspired truth.  

If you are unfamiliar with Gnosticism, here is a brief explanation: Gnosticism was a major 
heresy of the 2nd century A.D.  Its adherents taught that matter was evil and that God the 
Father was not directly responsible for its creation, Christ did not die in the flesh, and 
salvation was through a special KNOWLEDGE only possessed by the elite.  Early Gnostic 
beliefs are almost certainly what we are warned about in Colossians and 1 John.   
Many wild and exaggerated claims are made for these Gnostic writings by modern liberal 
scholars and authors. The book The Da Vinci Code claims the following: 
 “More than eighty gospels were considered for the New Testament, and yet only a 

relative few were chosen for inclusion—Matthew, Mark, Luke and John among them.”  
(p. 231) 

 “The [Gnostic] scrolls highlight glaring historical discrepancies and fabrications, clearly 
confirming that the modern Bible was compiled and edited by men who possessed a 
political agenda—to promote the divinity of the man Jesus Christ and use His influence 
to solidify their own power base." —Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code, p. 2342  

 

The truth is that these Gnostic books fail the tests of canonicity at every turn.  There is no 
real evidence that anyone of them was actually written by an apostle or prophet of the Lord, 
they contain teaching and historical references that directly contradict inspired books, and 
they were not written in the proper time period.  To illustrate, we will use The Gospel of 
Thomas as a test case.  It is perhaps the most frequently mentioned of the lost books and 
has by most accounts the strongest claim to be included in the canon. 
 

A manuscript of the Gospel of Thomas was discovered in 1945 at the village of Nag 
Hammadi in Egypt along with many other Gnostic writings. 

 Before the Nag Hammadi discovery, very little was known about the Gospel of 
Thomas other than three small fragments from Oxyrynchus that date to 200 A.D.  

 The manuscripts discovered at Nag Hammadi dates to around 340 A.D. though the 
original composition of the Gospel of Thomas was definitely before that time 
probable sometime around 140 to 180 A.D. 

 The Gospel of Thomas purports to contain 114 sayings of Jesus; some of these are 
actual sayings of Jesus that can be found in the Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, but 
many others are nothing like what is found in the four Gospels and come plainly 
from Gnostic tradition. 



 The earliest references to the Gospel of Thomas are by Origen and Hippolytus in the 
3rd century, and they both say that it is heretical. 

How is the Gospel of Thomas different from the New Testament Gospels?  Study the chart 
below and notice how it contradicts the four gospels on important topics like the divinity of 
Jesus, the inspiration of the apostles and man’s salvation.   

 
As you can see, the Gospel of Thomas fails the tests to be included in the canon.  It 
contradicts inspired books, it was not written at the right time, and from the time it was 
first circulated it was rejected by God’s people.  
 

QUESTIONS: 
1. Whose words are we to be mindful of according to 2 Peter 3:2? 
2. What did Paul say in Galatians 1:8-9 about those who taught “any other gospel”? 
 
3. What kind of “apostles” does Paul mention in 2 Corinthians 11:13? 
4. Do Paul’s words in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-2 imply that there were those who might try to 

forge epistles?   
 Should we be surprised to learn that there were many such forgeries?   
 Should we allow the existence of forgeries to shake our faith in the authentic 

Scriptures?  
5. How would you answer someone who claimed that books have been left out of the 

Bible? 


