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Preface

The present volume is a revision and expansion of essays that have
appeared separately in an earlier form.! To the editors and publishers of
those volumes a word of deep appreciation is especially due and here
gratefully given.

The chapters and appendices of the present book develop a theme that
has had a continuing place in my thinking and writing since my doctoral
dissertation at the University of Edinburgh.? While my mind has changed
in some respects and, I hope, my understanding deepened, I remain
convinced that the use of the Old Testament by the New Testament
writers is the primary key to their theology and, thus, to the message of
God that they taught the early church and that they continue to teach the
church today.

I have dedicated this volume to a friend of almost forty years, who lives
with his Bible and whose grace and integrity exemplify the best in Christ-
ian character.

I am most grateful to Professors Martin Hengel and Otfried Hofius and
to the publisher, Georg Siebeck, for accepting the manuscript for the
WUNT series. Also, 1 wish to express my appreciation to the many
colleagues and students whose queries and comments have made this a
better book. I want to thank especially my assistants, David Edwards,
who prepared the indices, and Tom Hood; and my secretary, Mrs. Vicki
Barrs, whose patience and commitment to the task have been more than
any writer has a right to expect.

Southwestern Baptist Seminary, Lent 1990 E. Earle Ellis

1 Chapters 1 and 3 first appeared in Compendia Rerum Judaicarum ad Novum Testamen-
tum, ed. S. Safrai et al., Assen: Van Gorkum Publishers, 1974— 11, 1 (Mikra, edd. M. ].
Mulder and H. Sysling), 653—724. Chapter 2 was published in International Standard
Bible Encyclopedia, 4vols., ed. G.W. Bromiley, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing
Co., 21979-88, IV, 18-25. Appendix I was published in the Criswell Theological Review
3.2 (1989), 341-351. Appendix IT appeared as the Foreword to L. Goppelt, TYPOS.
The Typological Interpretation of the Old Testament in the New, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 1982, ix—xx.

2 E.E. Ellis, Paul’s Use of the Old Testament, Grand Rapids 31991 (11957).
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I

The Old Testament Canon
in the Early Church






Introduction

The term xavav, from which the English word ‘canon’ is derived, means ‘a
measuring stick’ and is first used for biblical writings in the fourth or
perhaps third century A.D.! Cognate forms? and similar terms such as
‘covenantal books’ (évdia§rxor Bifhor)3 also were employed. At the begin-
ning of the church, however, other terminology was current: Scripture
(Ypagr),* the Law, the Law and the Prophets,5 the Old Covenant,® Moses
and all the Prophets,” the Law of Moses and the Prophets and Psalms.8
Verbal formulas were also employed: God said, he says (or said; Aéyet,
¢rotv), Scripture says, Isaiah says, Moses wrote, as it is written.® These
expressions signified an appeal to divine authority and most, if not all,
correspond to designations for the Old Testament that were current in the
wider community of Judaism.

v Amphilocius, lambi ad Seleucum 319 (MPG 37, 1598A); Eusebius HE 6, 25, 3;
Athanasius, de decretis nicaenae 18 (MPG 25, 456A). The expression, 6 Adyog tob mgogn-
Twov, often translated ‘the doctrine of the prophetic rule,” may in the third century (?)
Clementine Homilies (2, 15, end = MPG 2, 85C) refer to Scripture as such.

2 Origen, Prol. in Cant. 36, end (canonicus); Comm. in Mt on Mt 23:37-39 (canonizo)
and on Mt 24:23-28 (canonicus). On the term cf. T. Zahn, Grundriff der Geschichte des
neutestamentlichen Kanons, Leipzig 1904, 1-14; B.F. Westcott, A General Survey of the
History of the Canon of the New Testament, London 71896, 512—519. In the New Testament
xaverv is used of a prescribed standard of conduct (IT Cor 10:13, 15£,; cf. Phil 3:16) or
belief (Gal 6:16).

3 Origen, Comm. in Pss 1 (Introduction); in Eusebius HE 6, 25, 1; cf. 3, 3, L.

4 E.g. Jn 13:18; Gal 3:8. B.B. Warfield (‘Scripture,” A Dictionary of Christ and the
Gospels, 2 vols., ed. J. Hastings, Edinburgh 1924, II, 585) considered the anarthrous
use to refer to a known, ‘unitary written authority,’ i.e. the Scripture as a whole. Cf. I1
Tim 3:16; IT Pet 1:20.

5 E.g. ICor 14:21 (Isa 28:111.); Jn 10:34 (Ps 82:6); Mt 7:12.

6 II Cor 3:14f; cf. I Macc 1:56f.; ‘the books of the law... [and] a book of the
covenant.’

7 Lk 24:27; cf. Jn 1:45; Acts 26:22.

8 Lk 24:44.

9 E.g. I Cor 6:2, 16; Heb 1:5; 8:5,8; Rom 11:2; 10:20; Mk 12:19; IT Cor 8:15. On the
formulas introducing scriptural citations in the New Testament cf. E. E. Ellis, Paul’s
Use of the Old Testament, Grand Rapids 1991, 22-25, 48f; J. A. Fitzmyer, ‘... Quota-
tions in Qumran and the New Testament,” N7 7 (1960—61), 299-305.



4 The Old Testament Canon in the Early Church

New Testament writers reflect their viewpoint not only by their for-
mulas of quotation but also by their understanding of prophecy. They
consider the prophet to be ‘a man of the Spirit’ (Hos 9:7; cf. I Cor 14:37)
and the Holy Spirit to be the spirit of prophecy (Acts 2:17).1% Thus, they
equate the Scriptures, even those specifically classified as ‘the Law’ or ‘the
Writings’, with ‘the Prophets’ (Acts 26:27) or with the teaching of
prophets and, consequently, regard the canonical books as inspired by
God. Their attitude toward the prophetic and, therefore, the divine origin
of Scripture is nowhere better summarized than in IT Tim 3:16 and II Pet
1:21:

‘All Scripture is inspired by God (ypagm deomveuotog) and profitable for
teaching...’

‘No prophecy was ever produced (+véydn) by the will of man but, being carried
along by the Holy Spirit, men spoke from God.’

With variations in nuance other writers express the same conviction about
the prophetic character of Scripture, and they all reflect the attitude of
Judaism as a whole. Josephus, for example, limits the canon of Scripture
not only to prophets but to a particular succession of prophets, and Philo
describes the Scripture virtually as an emanation of the prophetic spirit.
Similarly, rabbinic writings state that the departure of the Holy Spirit,
presumably the spirit of prophecy, brought the giving of canonical
prophecy to an end.!

Nevertheless, not all prophetic words or writings were included in the
received Scriptures. This is recognized in the Old Testament, in Josephus,
and in the New Testament. In I Sam 10:10 certain prophecies remain un-
recorded. For Josephus prophecy is a continuing phenomenon and a
number of first-century figures are identified as prophets even though, on
principle, any writings of such persons would be excluded from canonical
Scripture.1? In early Christianity there were also writing prophets, some
of whose ‘scriptures’ illumined the church (Rom 16:26) and were some-

10 Cf. (H.L. Strack and) P.Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament, 4vols.,
Miinchen 1922-28, II, 127-134. For a theory of uninspired ‘canonical’ books in
rabbinic Judaism cf. S.Z. Leiman, The Canonization of Hebrew Scripture, Hamden CT
1976, 127—-131.

1 E.g. B.T. Sota 48b; cf. Billerbeck (note 10), I, 127; IV, 435—450; cf. Philo, Vita
Mos. 2, 188—191. See R.T. Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament
Church, London 1986, 63—71; Leiman (note 10), 30-34, 66, 129ff.

12 Josephus, Ant. 13, 31111.; 15, 373—379; idem., War 6, 286; 6, 300~309.
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times incorporated into the New Testament canon.!® For the most part
these inspired writings, including some writings of apostles (I Cor 5:9),
apparently did not enjoy a continuing authoritative use and were allowed
to perish. That is, while canonical Scripture was regarded as prophetic,
prophetic writing did not necessarily become canonical. This was true
both for the prophetic word in ancient Israel and for that in the apostolic
church.14

The writings to which Jesus and his messianic community appeal as a
divine sanction for their message were well-known and were evidently
recognized by them and their Jewish hearers not only as divinely inspired
but also as the continuing, normative authority for the faith and life of the
people of God. It is with this twofold attribution that these writings can be
said to constitute a canonical authority.1> At the same time the N'T writers,
and Jesus as he is represented by them, not only alter the texts of these
canonical books when they cite them!® but also occasionally quote in the
same manner other Jewish writings!’ that were never recognized by the
church or the synagogue to have a fixed and abiding, i.e. canonical
authority.'® Thus is posed the problem of the canon in the early church.
To address it one must examine (1) the canon of the church in its
relationship to the canon of Judaism and (2) the rationale by which
canonical and non-canonical writings could be similarly used but
nevertheless distinguished.

13 E.g. I Cor 14:33-36, 37; Eph 5:14; II Tim 3:1-5; Jas 4:5. Cf. E.E. Ellis,
‘Traditions in the Pastoral Epistles,” Early Jewish and Christian Exegesis, ed. C. A. Evans,
Atlanta GA 1987, 237-253 = The Making of the New Testament Documents, Tiibingen
1992, forthcoming.

14 The same attitude was present in the patristic church. See below, 33f.

15 J.A. Sanders (Torah and Canon, Philadelphia 1972, 91; in Magnalia Dei, ed. F. M.
Cross, Garden City NY 1976, 551) somewhat similarly notes the threefold require-
ment in Judaism for the canonical status of a writing: divine authority, a fixed and
invariable acceptance and adaptability. Pace Sanders, an ‘adapted’ scripture con-
tinued to have authority only if the adaptor was also recognized to have prophetic gifts
and status. Cf. also G.W. Anderson, ‘Canonical and Non-Canonical,” The Cambridge
History of the Bible, Vol. I, ed. P.R. Ackroyd and C.F. Evans, Cambridge 1970, 117f,;
Beckwith (note 11), 63-71.

16 E.g. Matt 2:23; John 7:38; I Cor 2:9; 15:45; Gal 4:22. The citations in Luke
11:49-51, Eph 5:14 and Jas 4:5 (ypapr;) appear to be from Christian prophetic
writings.

17 E.g. in Jude 9, 14f. Regarding the number of apocryphal quotations A. Oepke
(‘wglmrw,” TDNT 3 [1965/1938], 987—992) concludes that ‘in the New Testament
[they] prove to be very small, though one can hardly deny them altogether’ (992).

8 For the same practices among Jewish and patristic writers see below.



6 The Old Testament Canon in the Early Church

The Determination of the Canon

Witnesses: The First Century and Earlier

With its recognition of the books of the New Testament alongside those of
the Old Testament, the church departed decisively from the canon of
Judaism.?® But with regard to the Old Testament it appears to have
remained in conscious and intentional accord with the Jewish com-
munity.

1. Early Christian writings reveal no trace of friction with other Jewish
groups about which books carried divine authority. This remains the case
in the second century even in Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho the Jew, where
any such divergence might be expected to surface.??

2. When the later Diaspora, now mainly gentile, church was uncertain
about the precise extent of the Old Testament books, it sought an answer
from Jewish or Jewish-Christian communities in Palestine.?!

3. In what has been termed ‘the crisis of the Old Testament canon,’?2
the second-century church raised questions, in fact, not about the author-
ity of the Old Testament but about its interpretation and

4. the heretic Marcion, who rejected the Old Testament, represented
an aberration in Christian practice that was uncharacteristic even of the
heretical movements.?3

19 Although dated, Westcott (note2) and T.Zahn, Geschichte des neutestamentlichen
Kanons, 2vols., Erlangen 1888—92, remain the best and most comprehensive studies.
More recently, cf. B. M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament, Oxford 1987, and
from a Lutheran perspective, cf. H. von Campenhausen, The Formation of the Christian
Bible, London 1972. Zahn has much information on the Old Testament canon as well,
as does the excellent survey of B.F. Westcott, The Bible in the Church, Grand Rapids
1979 (1864).

20 The only differences cited are certain passages in the books of the Septuagint said
to have been deleted from the Hebrew texts by the rabbis. Cf. Justin, Dial. 71-73.

21 E.g. Melito in the second century, Origen in the third and Jerome in the fourth.
See below, 10f,, 16f., 3111

22 By von Campenhausen (note 19), 62—102: ‘Before Marcion there were hardly
any “anti-biblical gnostics” in the strict sense. The view which dominated earlier
scholarship, that “the gnosis” had more or less rejected the Old Testament from the
start, is no longer tenable...’ (73). ‘In general what [the ecclesiastical polemicists]
condemn in the gnostics is not the rejection but the arbitrary exegesis of holy scrip-
ture...’ (76).

23 On Marcion’s rejection of the Old Testament cf. Irenaeus, (adv. Haer. 1,29, 1; 1,
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5. Admittedly, parts of the church later gave canonical status to certain
Jewish apocryphal books. But this appears to have been the outgrowth of
a popular and unreflective use of these writings, a case of custom triumph-
ing over judgement.

These observations must now be supported by a more detailed considera-
tion of the historical witnesses?? to the canon in the early church and in the
Judaism that gave it birth.

Josephus

Witnesses to the biblical canon at the beginning of the present era appear
in Jewish and Christian sources. Most explicit is the Jewish historian
Josephus:25

‘Our books, that are justly accredited (za Siaiwg nemoteupéva), are but two and
twenty, and contain the record of all time... Five are of Moses [and] thirteen [of]
the Prophets... who wrote the history of the events of their own times... The
remaining four (ai Aowmat tégoapec) contain hymns to God and precepts for the
conduct of human life. After Artaxerxes (c. 400 B.C.)... the [writings] have not
been deemed worthy of equal credit... because of the failure of the exact succes-
sion of the prophets... Although a long time has passed no one has ventured to

27, 2) and Tertullian (adv. Marc. 1, 2; 4, 1). For the Gnostics’ use of the Old Testament
cf. R.M. Wilson, ‘The Gnostics and the Old Testament,’” International Colloguium on
Gnosticism, ed. G.Widengren, Stockholm 1977, 164—168; the index of passages in
W. Foerster ed., Die Gnosis, 2vols., Zurich 1971 (ET: Oxford 1972-1974, II,
350—352): Of some 300 Old Testament citations about forty percent are from Gen
1-6.

24 See also R.T. Beckwith, “The Formation of the Hebrew Bible,” Compendia, 11, |
(1988), 51-58.

25 Probably the books of our present Old Testament: the Pentateuch (5); Joshua,
Judges-Ruth, Samuel, Kings, Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah, Esther, Isaiah, Jeremiah-
Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel, the Twelve Minor Prophets, Job (13); Psalms
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs (4). A couple of passages in Josephus support
this reconstruction. In Ant. 5, 318—337 the story of Ruth follows Judges and is dated on
the basis of that combination; in Ant. 10, 78 Lamentations is regarded as Jeremiah’s
book; in Ant. 10, 267f. Daniel is identified as one of the prophets. The same order of the
books (5 + 13 + 4) is given by the fourth-century Father, Rufinus (1 410), in Exposito
Symboli 35f. Cf. H.E. Ryle, The Canon of the Old Testament, London 21909, 229; see
note 88. It is uncertain whether Josephus is referring to Artaxerxes I (T 425 B.C.),
Artaxerxes II (1 359 B.C.), or to Xerxes (1 465 B.C.). Like the Septuagint, he also
used the name Artaxerxes for Ahasuerus (Ant. 11, 184; cf. Esther 1:1). For IV Ezra
(14:451; c. A.D. 100), as for Josephus, writings after the time of Ezra are not placed in
the canonical Scriptures. Cf. also T. Sota 13:3.
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add, to remove or to alter by one syllable?¢ [those Scriptures]. Rather every
Jew...regards them as the decrees of God (900 doypata) ... and is willing if need
be to die for them.’?”

Such is the view of Josephus. As we hope to show, it represents not just the
views of his own religious party, the Pharisees, but the attitude of first-
century Judaism as a whole.

Philo

A second Jewish witness, who wrote in the early part of the first century, is
the Alexandrian philosopher Philo. Although he is less specific than
Josephus, he is in substantial agreement with him. Of the books of Moses
Philo states,

‘[ The Jews] have not altered even a single word of what had been written by him
[who gave them their laws] but would rather endure to die ten thousand times
than yield to any persuasion contrary to his laws and customs.’2?

To underscore the Bible-centered character of the Therapeutae, an
Essene-like Jewish community in Egypt, Philo comments:

‘[They take into their study rooms nothing] but the laws, the oracles uttered by
the prophets, and hymns and the other [books] (&\ha vopoug xai Aoyia Jeomiadévia
81a TpogNTOY xat Upvous xal ta &hAa) that foster and perfect knowledge and piety.’

That the reference is to the sacred writings commonly received in Judaism
and excludes the books of the sect seems to be clear from Philo’s following
words:

In addition to the Holy Scriptures (zoic tepoic yoaupaat), i. €. the ancestral philoso-

26 Cf. Deut 4:2; Matt 5:17f; Rev. 22:18f; I QS 1:1-3; 8:22. Like the biblical
writers, Josephus is speaking of the divine authority and inviolability of the books and
not of the Jewish use of other writings nor of translation variants or midrashic
elaborations upon or within the received books. Of the latter practices he was not
uninformed or disapproving as the proem to his Antiguities and his use of I Esdras (Ant.
10, 68-80; 11, 33—158) and of Greek additions to Esther show (Anz. 11, 216—-83). But
see H. B. Swete, An Introduction to the Old Testament in Greek, Cambridge 21914, 266f.

27 Josephus, ¢. Apion. 1, 38—42, also cited in Eusebius, HE 3, 10, 1-5; cf. Josephus,
Ant. 10, 35 where Isaiah and twelve other prophets appear to refer to the thirteen
‘prophetic’ books.

28 A fragment from Philo’s Hypothetica (6, 9) preserved in Eusebius, Praep. Evang. 8,
6f.; 8, 11. As is the case with Josephus, the statement is hyperbolic and should not be
literally pressed. Nevertheless, it accurately witnesses to the sanctity accorded the
Scriptures in first-century Judaism.
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phy (razetov gthesogiav), ‘they have writings of men of old, the founders of their
way of thinking...*?°

The remarkably similar descriptions of the Scripture in Philo and
Josephus are significant. They show that, as far as those two scholars
represent them, Jewish communities in Palestine, Rome and Alexandria
agreed in identifying their sacred writings with a definite number of
books, ordered sequentially into three (or four) divisions: laws, prophecies
or oracles, hymns and the rest. A tripartite division of Scripture, not
unlike that of Josephus and Philo, is also attributed to Jesus in Luke 24:44:
‘the law of Moses and the prophets and psalms.’30

Ben Sira (Sirach)

This tripartite division of the Bible was not the creation of first-century
Judaism, for it has a precedent at Qumran and in the prologue attached in
Alexandpria to the Greek translation (c. 132 B.C.) of Ben Sira, a Hebrew
work originating in Palestine in the early second century B.C. The
translator observes that

‘My grandfather Jesus [devoted himself] to the law and the prophets and the
other ancestral books (to0 vopou xal TOV TeePnTeHV xal TGV Ehhoy Tatelwy Bifiiwy). [In
Greek translation] not only this work but even the law itself and the prophecies
and the rest of the books (adzo¢ 6 vopwog xai al mpogrTeiat xat T howmd v Bifrimv)
differ not a little [from the original].’

As the prologue shows, already in the late second century B.C., and
probably two generations earlier, certain sacred books had a canonical
status. That is, they constituted a definite and identifiable collection with
a continuing, normative authoriy distinguished from that of other religi-
ous writings. They had already been translated into Greek and, like the
Holy Scriptures known to Philo and Josephus, they were divided into
three parts: the law, the prophets and the other books. It is possible that,

29 Philo, De Vita Contemplativa 11., 25, 28f. Here there seem to be four divisions of
canonical books: laws, oracles, hymns and the rest. But since Josephus subdivides his
third division into ‘hymns and precepts’, the difference may be more apparent than
real. But see F.H. Colson et al., Philo (LCL), 12vols., London 1929-53, I1X, 520;
Beckwith (note 11), 117.

30 Since the Psalms stand at the beginning of the Hagiographa in some Hebrew
manuscripts and are a part of the title (Juvoug xat =& &xra) of the Hagiographa in Philo,
they may represent the third division of the Old Testament canon in Luke. Cf. also
Luke 24:27. For a somewhat similar division in a Jewish writing cf. IT Macc 2:13.



10 The Old Testament Canon in the Early Church

since the individual books are not named, those in the canon of one writer
were not identical with those of the others. However, they are designated
by very similar expressions and are apparently well-known works requir-
ing no enumeration. In the absence of contrary historical evidence the
twenty-two books mentioned by Josephus and perhaps earlier in Jub 2:23
may, with some probability, be presumed to be the sacred books of Philo
and Ben Sira as well.

Qumran

In an epistle from Qumran dated c. 150 B. G. the Scriptures also appear to
be classified in three (or four) divisions:31

‘For on account of [these things] we have [written] for you that you may perceive
in the book of Moses [and in the words of the pro]phets and in Davi[d and in the
words of the days (= Chronicles)] from generation to generation.’

Only in the second century A.D., when uncertainty existed about their
number or order, are the books of the Old Testament listed by name. We
may now turn to these later testimonies.

Witnesses: The Second and Third Centuries

Melito

The two principal witnesses to the state of the Old Testament canon in the
second century are the Babylonian Talmud tractate Baba Batra and
Melito, bishop of Sardis. Melito, answering an inquiry concerning the
‘number’ and the ‘order’ of ‘the old books’ (z&v rahatdv Bifriowv), writes
the following words (c. A.D. 170):

... When I came to the East and reached the place where these things were
preached and done, and learned accurately the books of the Old Testament (<&
<Tg mahatdg Sadfune Bifria), I set down the facts... These are their names: Of
Moses five, Genesis, Exodus, Numbers, Leviticus, Deuteronomy; Joshua son of

31 4Q MMT (Migsat Ma‘ase haTorah) B, 11, 91f. The piece will be published by E.
Qimron and J. Strugnell. Cf. E. Qimron and J. Strugnell, ‘An Unpublished Halachic
Letter from Qumran,’” IM] 4 (Spring 1985), 9—12. Otherwise: N. Golb, ‘Khirbet
Qumran and the Manuscripts of the Judean Wilderness,” JNES 49 (1990), 103~114,
who dates MMT to ¢. A.D. 70 (111} and rejects the sectarian origin of the Dead Sea
Scrolls generally (113n).
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