The New Testament Canon and Apocrypha in the Orthodox
Tradition: The Tension between Uniformity and Diversity

Introduction
The discussion of the formation and the contents of the New Testament Canon is very
old; more precisely, according to Kurt Aland,1 it begins at least with the latest writings
of the New Testament itself, as passages like 2 Pet 3:15-16; 2 Thess 2:2; Col 4:16 seem to
indicate. Contrary to the contents of the Old Testament Canon, which have been a point
of differentiation among the Christian Churches, the New Testament Canon list is more
or less a well-established consensus.2 Despite, however, this apparent general agreement,
there are some questions that are still open to academic debate; what were, for example,
the events that triggered the process of determining the contents of the New Testament
Canon; Marcion and his version of accepted New Testament readings, some other
heretic groups (like the Gnostics and the Montanists),3 the existence of a Jewish Canon
of the Hebrew Bible or other internal theological reasons independent from or parallel to
the external challenges (like for example the delay of the Parousia)? Additionally, the
existence of textual variants of the New Testament brings up the question which form of
the New Testament text should be regarded as canonical. Moreover, there are some
questions with theological implications that are a matter of debate not only among the
various Christian Churches but also among members of the same Church. Central
questions remain open to discussion, like, for example, the criteria for determining the
canonicity of individual books, the question whether the canon is open or closed, the
possibility of a canon within the canon or, in other words, the diversity and unity of the
canon and, finally, the role that the New Testament canon plays within the Church and
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its relation to the Church tradition, or, in Bruce Metzger’s words the question “whether
the canon is a collection of authoritative books or an authoritative collection of books”.4
It is beyond the scope χof this paper to offer a detailed discussion of the above; the focus
will rather be on the Orthodox perspective of the New Testament Canon and the
answers that the Orthodox biblical research offers to some of the aforementioned
problems. The presentation, thus, is divided into the following sections: (a) a brief
overview of the history of the Canon formation up to its final establishment with an
emphasis on the development in the Eastern Churches, (b) the norms of canonicity
according to the patristic sources, (c) the relation of the Canon to the Church tradition
according to Orthodox theology and its function within the Church as well as the
ambiguity of its limits. Finally, two examples, namely those of the book of Revelation
and of the Protoevangelium of James will be shortly presented; they further illuminate
some of the issues that will be discussed.
A short overview of the history of the New Testament canon
The history of the New Testament canon could be divided into seven different phases,
each bearing its own weight and exhibiting individual features determined by the
historical circumstances and the theological considerations of the Church.5 Some parts
of this process are rather obscure or are missing and have to be filled in with
speculations. Additionally, the particularities of the local communities, as well as the
role of prominent ecclesiastical figures in the various phases should be taken into
consideration.
(a) In the first phase, which covers the period from Paul up to the early Apostolic
Fathers and could also be called the “pre-history of the canon”, two are the major
“canonical” sources of the early Church, namely the Old Testament and the oral
tradition of Jesus’ teaching, death, and resurrection.6 Both are understood in terms of
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the history of salvation.7 In the later part of this phase, it seems that a collection of the
Pauline epistles was also known and circulated among the churches8 as well as a
collection of the four Gospels.9 They were read in the gatherings of the community,
although their status remains unclear. However, it seems that the oral tradition about
Jesus Christ, as well as the authority of the eyewitnesses, took precedence over any
written sources in this early phase of the Church.10
(b) In the second phase, Justin and the later Apostolic Fathers played an important role
in establishing the writings of the apostles (Paul included) as an authentic source of
Christian teaching and life next to the Old Testament and the dominical sayings.11
(c) The third phase begins around 150

AD.

During it, the four gospels as well as the

epistles became concrete collections and appeared together. This phase is also closely
connected to Marcion’s attempt to establish a canon cleansed from any Old Testament
references.12 It is highly debated whether Marcion was the first to conceive the idea of a
canon.13 The recent research is inclined to accept that informal collections of various
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New Testament texts14 or even a concrete canon that Marcion re-worked to fit his own
teaching must have existed prior to his list.15 Nowadays most scholars claim that
Marcion’s efforts actually accelerated a process that had already begun in the early
Church.16 It seems that a similar role must have been played by the apocryphal texts,
especially those of the Gnostics and the Montanists.17
(d) The fourth phase begins around 200

AD

and is influenced by the work of Irenaeus,

Tertullian, and Clemens of Alexandria. By that time the four gospels were established as
a group of authoritative writings alongside those of the Apostles (Paul’s letters, Acts,
Revelation, and some of the Catholic letters).18 A new feature of this period is the
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decision that the liturgical use of the biblical texts also meant their acknowledgement as
canonical texts; hence, non-canonical texts were prohibited to be read in liturgical
contexts.19
(e) In the 3rd c. and the first half of 4th c., which is the fifth phase of the canon process,
the debates are focused on the canonicity of the Catholic Epistles as well as that of
Hebrews in the West and of Revelation in the East. Origen introduced a new principle
along apostolicity, that of the Church consensus (i.e. the unanimous acceptance of a
book as canonical by the local communities). He also divided the New Testament
writings into two categories: the ὁµολογούµενα (those unanimously accepted) and the
ἀµφιβαλλόµενα (those whose authenticity is doubted) and he named a third category of
ψευδῆ that should be discarded as unreliable.20 This distinction was further elaborated by
Eusebius in ca. 325.21 Interestingly, similar types of categorization, although not
absolutely identical can be found in various patristic texts even in later times.22
According to Tobias Nicklas’s observation, it seems that the authority of a text was
determined by the context of its use and was not always identical with its canonical
status.23
(f) The sixth phase is dominated by the synodal discussions of the canon as well as by
the issue of canonical lists by important bishops especially in the East, like most
prominently by Athanasius of Alexandria, Amphilochius of Iconium, Cyril of Jerusalem,
and Gregory of Nazianzus. The accepted books are now called “canonical” and their list
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“canon”.24 Athanasius’s Festal Letter 39, which acknowledged as canonical all 27 books
of the New Testament, was also adopted in the West and was later confirmed by the
Council of Hippo (393) and of Carthago (397 and 419). The situation, however,
remained fluid and ambivalent in the East where various canon lists circulated and were
validated by local synods.25 It seems that the eastern Churches were not eager to fix their
canon boundaries. This situation is well reflected in the Syriac canon where the

Diatessaron was included up to 400 and only much later, in the 6th c. was finally replaced
by the four individual gospels (in the Western Syrian communities) but at the same time
2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude, and Revelation were not accepted as canonical. The
Nestorian churches still adopt the canon of the Peshitta where Jude and Revelation are
missing.
(g) Whereas the churches in the West seem to have reached a consensus by the end of
the 6th century and the issue of the canon closed definitely with the Council of Trent in
1546, the situation did not change dramatically in the East. Interestingly, the Council of
Trullo in 692 ratified various existing canon lists which do not agree with each other.26
This is a sign of the fluidity in the eastern Christianity that has already been mentioned
and which has deeper theological implications as it will be demonstrated later. The
decision of the patriarchal council of Jerusalem in 1672 to ratify the canon list of the 27
books should be regarded within this general context of polyphony and fluidity in the
Orthodox Church regarding the Biblical Canon.
24
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canons of the Council of Carthago, Athanasius’s list, that of Gregory and finally that of

Amphilochius. As it has already been mentioned there is no agreement among them regarding the books
of both the Old and New Testament canon.
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The norms of canonicity
The process of canonization of the books in the New Testament canon that was briefly
sketched previously raises a number of issues that are of particular theological
significance and have been dealt with in many different ways. It mainly poses the
question of the relation between the Church and its canon as well as that of the reasons
that led the Church to the acknowledgment of particular books as canonical. The term
“criteria” that is often used in this context in order to describe the principles presumably
applied in the process of selection is here avoided. It seems to presuppose that the
Church itself possessed some kind of pre-established standards determining what a
canonical book should be like, thus, separating the Church from its canon and ignoring
the element of mutuality. This could not, though, mean that the local churches accepted
the canon passively; the cases of the Gospel of Peter, for example, of the Pastoral
Epistles or of Revelation, make it clear that the Church did make a decision in some
cases about what had to stay in the canon and what should be rejected. The balance
between “the Church’s passive reception and its active creation of the canon” needs to be
kept.27 In this sense the twofold typology proposed by Kendall W. Folkert regarding the
canon seems to reflect this form of mutuality.28 The term “criteria”, however, rather
alludes to a mechanistic and intellectual procedure and ignores the complexity of the
canonization in the ancient Church. Thus, the more fluid terms of “norms of canonicity”
and “reasons” are preferred here.29 They conform to the impression gained by the study
of the sparse patristic references to the features that a canonical book should display; it
seems that the Church Fathers applied all criteria or principles unsystematically and
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inconsistently.30 This apparent discrepancy, however, derives from the very nature of the
New Testament texts. They are actually the interpretation of Jesus’ presence in this
world and of his salvific actions by the eyewitnesses and by the members of the early
Christian community and not a documentary report of his life.31 The Church recognizes,
therefore, in these Scriptures the authentic record of its own life and experience as this is
moulded through the appropriation of Jesus’ teaching, passion and resurrection.32 One
should not forget the prominence of the oral tradition, especially in the earlier stages of
the canonization process as well as the fact that the name of an apostle could not act per

se as a criterion of authenticity.33
Admittedly, the first and foremost –though not exclusive- reason for recognizing a book
as canonical was its antiquity and its authentic authorship. However, the apostolicity of
a book was not merely understood as the direct production of a scripture by an apostle
but also as reflecting the tradition related to a particular apostle.34 Similarly, the
antiquity of a book should be paired with historical accuracy and the sense of
apostolicity mentioned before.35 The rejection of a wide range of books ascribed to
prominent apostles (e.g. to Peter, Paul or John) is a clear indication that apostolicity
would not suffice in many cases in order to establish the canonicity of a book.36
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Another type of reason, a kind of “internal apostolicity”,37 was introduced, namely, that
of the compliance of a text to the orthodoxy or to the rule of faith (regula fidei),38
because this faith was understood as the summation of the original apostolic teaching.
Conversely, a teaching can be regarded as apostolic if it conforms to the faith of the
church community.39 This norm of canonicity does not, however, seem to have acted as
a restrictive power that suppressed plurality. The diversity of the canonical books seems
to point to a different direction. Although it was applied in the cases of doubtful books
and in order to exclude rather than to include,40 the rule of faith seems to have been an
all-embracing notion containing the whole Christian doctrine and tradition summarized
in Irenaeus’ words as “the confession of the unity of God the Creator with God the
Saviour, Jesus Christ.”41 This confession, however, can express itself in various forms
and due to its flexibility it functioned more as a hermeneutical principle than as a list of
creeds. In this sense it never suppressed the main feature and presupposition of the
canon and its scriptures, namely, their diversity and polyphony.42
A third norm of canonicity also played an important and sometimes decisive role in
determining the status of doubtful scriptures (like James, 2 Peter, or the Gospel and the

Apocalypse of Peter) especially from the beginning of the 3rd c. onwards. It is that of
catholicity (i.e. of universal acknowledgement of the importance of a book) and of the
use (in the liturgy or catechesis) of a scripture by the Church.43 It is more a de facto
reason of canonicity and as such it seems to have been handled with caution and was
other hand, there is a growing tendency in the ancient Church to attribute anonymous books to certain
authors.
37
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often moderated by the discussion of what would be the proper use of a biblical text,44
due to the fact that the catholicity and orthodoxy did not always overlap, especially in
the earlier stages of the canon formation.45 In these cases the conformity to the faith and
to the proclamation of the Church was prioritized.46 According to Morwenna Ludlow a
certain hierarchy of different forms of use can be discerned in the discussions regarding
canonicity in the ancient Church: ancient use, contemporary use, citation by
authoritative Christian writers in the context of doctrinal disputes, liturgical use, and
catechetical use.47 It seems, though, that writers like Tertullian, Irenaeus or Origen
treated the argument of usage rather cautiously. However, as the time proceeded and the
boundaries of the orthodoxy became clearer the catholic use of a text seems to have
gained in importance as a reason for canonicity.48
The relation of the Church tradition to the Canon according to the
Orthodox theology
It seems that the overarching norm of canonicity has been that of the rule of faith,
which, however, includes the whole Christian tradition and acts as a hermeneutical
framework of its scripture.49 Paradoxically, however, there is an interconnectedness
between the Canon and the tradition, since the patristic sources sometimes stated that
the Scripture is the record of the rule of faith. This can be explained historically by the
fact that the Christian tradition –the rule of faith- was originally oral and was later
transformed into authoritative texts. Consequently, the first fundament was the
44
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experience of the Church and the books of the Scripture were composed in order to
comment and interpret events and ways of life in the Christian community. In the
Orthodox perspective the Scriptures and the rule of faith cannot be regarded as two
different authorities, where the former dictates and regulates the latter. Both are
mutually related and are forms of the Church tradition.50 Thus, none of them can be
regarded as more important or superior to the other, but they equally express the
Christian tradition in its variety of forms (like preaching, liturgy, catechesis, pastoral
care, organization etc).51 In Gamble’s words “by a fruitful synergy, scripture helped to
mold the tradition of faith, and the tradition of faith helped to shape the canon of
scripture.”52
As a result the canon cannot function as an external point of reference that defines and
regulates the Church. Their relationship is a complex combination of receiving and
creating. It seems, as Morwenna Ludlow rightly observes, that both active and passive
factors influenced the formation of the canon in a way that is sometimes difficult to
discern.53 The canon reflects the theological interpretation of the Christ event by the
Church and at the same time provides the hermeneutical context, within which the
gospel tradition should be understood.54 On the other hand, it is the Church that
establishes the canon and not the other way round. It is also clear that the canon is
closely related to the identity of the Church and provides the basis upon which the
teaching, ethics, and liturgical life of the Church are constructed.55 This latter remark
can also explain the warning, articulated in some patristic texts, not to add or to take
away anything from the canon.56 It should be regarded as a clear wish of the Church to
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avoid opening again the canon issue or revising the theological presuppositions that led
to its establishment, stressing thus the continuity in Church life.57
However, this latter aspect of the relation between the canon and the Church has been
overstressed by the most conservative wing of the Greek Orthodox biblical scholarship.
According to the representatives of this tendency the canon is an ultimate and somehow
transcendent pre-existent authority, since the Church itself does not decide for the
books included in it. On the contrary, “the Church only accepts what is transmitted to it.
The only criterion is the historical data and not the critical investigation. The canonical
books were in the canon from the very beginning; they were not approved in advance in
order to become part of the canon”.58
Hence, this perception of the canon is closely related to the concept of the literal
inspiration and the infallibility of the canonical books in all respects. According to it the
Scriptures contain the exact and unchangeable word of God because the Holy Spirit
composed them using their human writers as media.59 Although such ideas do not
express the current Greek Orthodox biblical scholarship, since they ignore both the
patristic tradition regarding the reasons of canonicity that were discussed earlier as well
as the historical data, they bring up in a radical and blunt way, first, the limits and
function of the canon within the Church and, second, its relation to the scriptural
inspiration. More elegantly stated, they pose the question whether the canon should be
regarded as closed or open. Whereas the abovementioned patristic evidence makes it
clear that no changes can be made to the established canon of the Church, at the same
time it does not regard inspiration as an exclusive feature of the canonical scriptures.60
Moreover, and despite the fact that the books of the canon are authentic and
authoritative voices playing a normative role in the life of the community members, the
limits of the canon cannot coincide with the limits of the inspiration or those of the
authentic life of the church. In other words, not all inspired scriptures are also canonical.
Moreover, it seems that authority and canonicity do not necessarily overlap but the
57
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former can also exist without the latter. The canon, therefore, should not be understood
as the finite formulation of the content of the gospel message but as an indicative and

concrete setting of the boundaries of the Church teaching and experience against every
kind of doubt and falsification61 and as the wide and flexible interpretative framework
that allows the members of the community to express varied opinions and thrive in
diversity and polyphony, bearing the multiple fruit of the Holy Spirit.
Two examples
Despite, therefore, the fact that the canon remains closed from a historical point of view,
it is actually open from the theological perspective and its limits cannot be permanently
defined. This openness can also explain the ambiguity and fluidity that it demonstrates
in the Orthodox Church, which was made evident earlier in this presentation. The case
of the Book of Revelation is a good example for this. In the greatest part of the
formation process, the last book of the New Testament remained off the canon in the
limbo of the spurious and doubtful New Testament writings because of serious doubts
regarding its apostolicity, and it managed to obtain a place in the canon only at the very
last stage of this process.62 Moreover, the Council of Trullo (Quinisext) ratified two
different kinds of canons regarding the status of Revelation; one that accepted the Book
of Revelation and some others that did not include it or expressed doubts regarding its
canonicity.63 It seems, therefore, that its acceptance as a canonical book was “a de facto
situation rather than by synodal decision”.64 Additionally, Revelation was not included in
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the lectionary of the Orthodox Church, which was established approximately in the 5th c.
The norm of use cannot, therefore, be applied in its case. However, the book was
accepted by the consensus of the members of the community, which comprise the living
body of the Church.65
On the other side of the spectrum, various texts that remained outside the canon
continued to play an important role in the liturgical cycle of the Church and also in the
theological discourse. Such is the case of the so-called Protoevangelium of James that
inspired the Mariological iconographic and liturgical cycle and became a point of
reference for many Church fathers in the later Byzantine period.66 It is also an example
of this fluidity since it was never acknowledged as a canonical or an inspired text while
at the same time it was abundantly used by the Church communities. It was never
regarded as ancient and apostolic and although it was not publicly used in the liturgy it
subtly remained present in it. Its ambivalence exemplifies the fact that the relation of the
scriptures to the life and the tradition of the Church are much more complicated than it
is usually accepted.
These two examples demonstrate among others the complexity of the issue of canonicity
and of text authority in the ancient text, a complexity that is often lost in modern
schematic reconstructions of the process of canonization. It seems that in some cases
texts, like that of the Revelation, acquired the status of a canonical book through an
extraordinary procedure and despite their being treated with suspicion by authoritative
Church figures or by parts of the Christian tradition. In some other cases authoritative
but non-canonical texts determined the inclusion or exclusion of texts in the canon, as it
is the case of the Doctrine of Addai.67 Moreover, non-canonical texts retained an
authoritative role in Church life not only by being used for catechetical purposes but
also by being extensively cited in homilies and by contributing to the formation of the
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liturgical and hagiographical tradition. It cannot, therefore, be attained that the
canonization procedure was a one-way development but there seems to have been
different simultaneous branches of this development. Despite our modern conception of
a fixed and unanimously accepted canon the data collected from ancient sources points
to the direction of fluidity and diversity.68

Conclusions
In conclusion, three main points should be stressed:
(a) The formation of the canon is a complex process dictated not only by external but
also by internal factors and retains an ambiguity and fluidity in the Eastern Churches
(b) The discussion of the norms of canonicity highlighted the mutual dependence of the
rule of faith –i.e. the Christian tradition as a whole- and the canon
(c) This particular form of relation gave space to diversity but also guaranteed the unity
of the canon. At the same time, it kept its limits fluid allowing some kind of openness.
This openness has implications that go far beyond those that refer to the New
Testament canon and its limits and also reach various other aspects of the current
Orthodox biblical scholarship (like for example exegetical methods, the place of the
Apocrypha, inspiration, or the Orthodox-Jewish dialogue).
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