
1 

 

CANONICITY: A SIGNATURE ISSUE: Part 1 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The term canon refers to a measuring stick. Each book must measure up as Scripture. All 

twenty-seven books (Matthew-Revelation) measure up as NT Scripture and that no other 

books measure up as NT Scripture.  The NT canon means exactly the twenty-seven books 

of our NT. Canonicity allows us to be sure: (1) that our twenty-seven books are properly 

regarded as Scripture and (2) that no other books should be part of the NT. 

 

SIGNED LETTERS  

1. NT books (other than the Gospels, Acts, Hebrews, 1-3 John) had author’s signature. 

 

2 Thes 3:17 says Paul used this safeguard in every epistle (even when using a secretary): 

  The salutation of Paul with my own hand, which is a sign in every epistle; so I write. [NKJ] 

 

Gal 6:11 says that Paul’s signature used large letters (e.g., size of his handwriting) 

   See with what large letters I have written [my signature] to you with my own hand! [NKJ] 

 

2. The non-signed NT books undoubtedly contained a signed greeting within the wrapper 

Most of these books contained identifying words to readers, who knew the author. 

  Cf. Luk 1:1-4; Acts 1:1; Heb 13:22-23; 1 Jn 1:1-4; 2 Jn 12; 3 Jn 13-14, etc. 

 

A QUESTION OF CIRCULARITY:  

1. We (2000 years later) can verify neither NT signatures nor NT personal remarks. 

 

2. Church councils that happened a couple of centuries after the apostles died could neither 

validate NT signatures nor NT personal remarks. (No participant knew Paul personally). 

 
 

3. This objection has caused some to doubt that we can objectively conclude that the NT 

contains exactly the twenty-seven books that we recognize (Matthew-Revelation). 
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A PRELIMINARY BEFORE ANSWERING THE CIRCULARITY QUESTION: 

How were the NT books collected? 

 

 

When were the NT books collected? 

 

 

When were they regarded as Scripture? 

 

 

Who collected the NT books? 

 

 

2 Pet 3:14-16 offers some clues about the collection of Paul’s letters: 
14

 Therefore, beloved, looking forward to these things, be diligent to be found by Him in 

peace, without spot and blameless; 
15

 and consider that the longsuffering of our Lord is 

salvation—as also our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given to him, has 

written to you, 
16

 as also in all his epistles, speaking in them of these things, in which are 

some things hard to understand, which untaught and unstable people twist to their own 

destruction, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures. [NKJ] 

 

1. Paul wrote the recipients of 2 Peter at some point prior to Peter writing. We need to 

know: (A) when and where 2 Peter was sent and (B) when and where Paul sent letters. 
 

A. Destination and date of 2 Peter: 

Peter seems to have died in AD 64-68. 2 Pet was just prior to his death (2 Pet 1:13-

14). 

(Jesus describes Peter’s future death as a crucifixion: John 21:18-19, so Eusebius’ 

accounts of him dying under Nero are plausible, but Eusebius gives two dates). 

 

 

2 Peter 3:1 refers to an earlier writing of Peter to these same people: 

Beloved, I now write to you this second epistle (in both of which I stir up your 

pure minds by way of reminder). [NKJ] 

   1 Pet was written ≈ AD 64 to Asia Minor. 

   2 Pet was written after 1 Pet, but its destination is unclear. 

    A: 2 Pet 3:1 could call 1 Pet the first letter to these people, 

    B: 2 Pet 3:1 could refer to an unknown letter to these people. 
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B. Listing of Paul’s letters’ destinations and dates: 

Journey:               Book  Destination Date 

1st Missionary Journey: 1 book:     1.     Galatians  Asia Minor    49 

2nd Missionary Journey: 2 books:   2-3. 1-2 Thess North Greece    51 

3rd Missionary Journey: 3 books:      4-5. 1-2 Cor  South Greece    56 

        6.     Romans  Rome  56-57 

4th Journey (Roman jail): 4 books:   7.     Ephesians Asia Minor 60-61 

        8.     Colossians Asia Minor 60-61 

        9.     Philemon Asia Minor 60-61 

      10.     Philippians North Greece    62 

After Luke wrote Acts:   11.     1 Timothy Asia Minor    62 

             12.     Titus  Crete     66 

      13.     2 Timothy Asia Minor    67 

 

 

 

 

C. 2 Pet 3:16 refers to all of Paul’s letters (not including 2 Timothy or Titus, because 

2 Peter likely preceded them). Peter meant Paul’s letters known to him, 2 Pet’s 

recipients, and false teachers [Conceivably, he knew of all of the first 11]. 

 

 

 

 

 

D. We do not know where the recipients of 2 Peter lived, so we cannot even guess 

whether one of Paul’s first eleven canonical books or whether an unpreserved Pauline 

letter is the reference of 2 Pet 3:15 (Paul . . . has written to you). 

Paul mentions some of his other letters in 1 Cor 5:9; 2 Cor 2:4; and Col 4:16. 

Not every letter an apostle wrote is in Scripture. We will talk about this later. 

 

 

 

 

 

E. We can say that both Paul (per 2 Pet 3:15) and Peter (per 2 Pet 3:1) had previously 

written to the recipients of 2 Peter. We do not have enough information to identify the 

Pauline letter to which Peter refers. Neither can we say for certain that 1 Pet addresses 

these people, so we do not know if 1 Pet was the referent of 3:1. However, this 

passage gives wonderful information about the NT canon coming together.  
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PETER’S VIEW OF PAUL’S LETTERS 

2 Pet 3:16 says: untaught and unstable people twist [things within Pauls writings] as they do 

also the rest of the Scriptures. 

 Peter characterizes Paul’s writings as Scripture. 

 

 

Most people do not think of Scripture being recognized as Scripture when written, but 

Peter gives us reason to rethink this. We will have more to say about this. 

 

 

 

 

WHEN WERE NT BOOKS COLLECTED FOR THE PURPOSE OF CANONIZATION? 

2 Pet 3:16 refers to a collection of Paul’s writings (in all his epistles). 

  

 

Peter says that the process of collecting Paul’s writings had already begun. This verse is a 

major reason for many people scoffing at 2 Peter. Specifically, they deny that a collection of 

Paul’s letters could have occurred while Peter was alive. 

However, î46 (a third century papyrus manuscript from Egypt) contains Rom, 1-2 Cor, 

Gal, Eph, Phil, and 1 Thes (seven of Paul’s epistles). For most early papyrus books, only 

a few pages survive. Although badly weathered and tattered through the centuries, 

portions of most every page of î46 survive. It shows that epistles did circulate in 

volumes containing more than one epistle. The presence of such a manuscript should 

cause scholars to rethink their assumption that Peter could not have written 2 Pet—

because they doubt that a collection of Paul’s letters would occur in the first century. 

 

 

 

A PROBLEM FOR THE VIEW THAT NT BOOKS WERE COLLECTED LATE 

How did short books (Philemon, 2 John, and 3 John) find their way into the NT canon? 
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A DIFFERENT MODEL 

Paul encouraged churches to share letters: 

Colossians 4:15-16:  Greet the brethren who are in Laodicea, and Nymphas and the 

church that is in his house. Now when this epistle is read among you, see that it is read 

also in the church of the Laodiceans, and that you likewise read the epistle from 

Laodicea [which I sent to Laodicea]. 

 

 

 

 

In Revelation John encouraged churches to share letters. Each of seven churches in Asia Minor 

was to learn from what he wrote to other churches. Letters were to be shared. 

2:7a [Ephesus]:   He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the [six other] churches.  

2:11a [Smyrna]:   He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the [six other] churches.  

2:17a [Pergamos]:   He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the [six other] churches.  

2:29 [Thyatira]:  He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the [six other] churches. 

3:6 [Sardis]:   He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the [six other] churches. 

3:13 [Philadelphia]:  He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the [six other] churches. 

3:22 [Laodicea]:  He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the [six other] churches.  

 

 

 

 

 

Therefore, even though letters were originally sent to address problems of one specific church, 

the apostles urged a wider distribution of their letters. 
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HOW DO WE EXPLAIN EARLY COLLECTIONS OF NT LETTERS? 

 (Remember: this is liberals’ big objection to Peter writing 2 Pet in the first century) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT ABOUT LOST LETTERS? 

1 Cor 5:9 refers to a letter Paul wrote before 1 Corinthians: 

I wrote to you in my epistle not to keep company with sexually immoral people. 

 

2 Cor 2:4 refers to a letter Paul wrote between 1 Corinthians and 2 Corinthians: 

For out of much affliction and anguish of heart I wrote to you, with many tears, 

not that you should be grieved, but that you might know the love which I have so 

abundantly for you. 

 

Colossians 4:16 speaks of a letter that Paul sent to Laodicea: 

Now when this epistle is read among you, see that it is read also in the church of 

the Laodiceans, and that you likewise read the epistle from Laodicea [which I 

sent to Laodicea]. 

 

 The answer to these so-called lost letters is simple: 

 

 

CONCLUSION: CANONICITY IS A SIGNATURE ISSUE 

 

 

 Next week, we will talk about how the leaf book (a non-scroll book) affects canonicity. 


