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SUMMARY

The Biblical Canon by Lee MacDonald is the most sub-
stantial and formative outworking of a position on the
canon that has come to dominate the discussion. Nev-
ertheless, there is good reason to question some of his
fundamental conclusions. The article examines the piv-

* * * *

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

The Biblical Canon von Lee McDonald ist die substan-
tiellste und formativste Darlegung einer Position zum
Kanon, die gegenwartig die Diskussion dominiert.
Nichtsdestotrotz gibt es gute Griinde, einige seiner
grundlegenden Schlussfolgerungen in Frage zu stellen.

* e * *

RESUME

L'ouvrage de Lee McDonald sur le canon biblique consti-
tue la présentation la plus substantielle et la plus élaborée
d’une position sur le canon qui a acquis une influence
prépondérante dans les études sur cette question. Il y a
cependant de bonnes raisons de contester certaines de
ses conclusions fondamentales. L'auteur de la recension

* * * ¥*

Anyone attempting to delve into the issue of the
biblical canon may conclude that the literature
on the topic is endless and that study in this area
1s wearying to the body. So instead of beginning
this journey, students, pastors, and even scholars
will probably want to turn to a good introductory
book that covers all the basics. Lee McDonald’s
latest book, which is called a “masterpiece” and
hailed as his “magnum opus”, meets this need. To
date the book is the most substantial and forma-
tive outworking of a position on the canon that

otal role played in McDonald’s thesis by his definition of
canon, the rabbinic disputes, and LXX tradition, in con-
trast to the marginal role he assigns to Josephus and an
important passage from 4 Ezra. This is followed by a look
at the foundational role of the rule of faith in Irenaeus for
McDonald’s project.

* * * *

Der Artikel untersucht die zentrale Rolle, die die Defini-
tion von ,Kanon“, die rabbinischen Diskussionen sowie
die Septuagintatradition in McDonalds Argumentation
spielen — im Gegensatz zu der marginalen Rolle von Jose-
phus und einer wichtigen Passage aus dem 4. Buch Esra.
Danach folgt ein Blick auf die grundlegende Rolle, die die
Glaubensregel bei Irendus in McDonalds Projekt spielt.

* * * *

considére le role central joué dans sa thése par la défini-
tion que McDonald donne du canon, son approche des
désaccords entre rabbins et la tradition de la Septante,
en contraste avec |'attention trés marginale qu'il accorde
a Joséphe et a un important passage de IV Esdras. Il consi-
dére ensuit le role fondamental du theme de la régle de
la foi chez Irénée pour I'approche de McDonald.

* * * *

has continued to gain ground over the past forty
years as represented by most contributors to The
Canon Debate (a large volume edition by James
Sanders and McDonald), and the seminal works
of Albert Sundberg, James Barr, and John Barton.
The breadth of the work is impressive. It is the
only up-to-date introduction of its kind that covers
both the OT and NT canon in one volume. Before
an evaluation can be undertaken it is necessary to
summarize the basic position of the book.
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Summary of The Biblical Canon

In this latest installment McDonald adds 162 pages
to the last edition (1995), already a substantial
384 pages, yet maintains that “many of the most
important conclusions remain the same” and have
“been strengthened considerably™ In the preface
he reassures his readers that he did not approach
the topic with a thesis that he wanted to prove, but
with “a natural curiosity about the truth of canon
formation.” This curiosity has taken McDonald on
a twenty-four year investigation into the biblical
canon involving, among other things, a PhD thesis
at Harvard and two revised and expanded editions
of the original work. With the goal of pushing
aside “unsubstantiated claims” he attempts to cut
through past research on the canon by avoiding
assumptions he could not demonstrate from the
“primary evidence.”

McDonald begins his examination of the OT
by defining canon as a universally* accepted and
closed list of books for a faith tradition. McDonald
holds to a three-stage theory in which the Penta-
teuch is closed in the time of Ezra, the Prophets
in the time of Ben Sira, and the Writings much
later in rabbinic Judaism — sometime in the second
to fourth century CE. He concludes: “The rabbis
who shaped the Mishnah and put it into its final
form are the same individuals who gave shape to
the final form of the Hebrew Bible.”™ During the
time of Jesus and the early church, however, the
Hebrew Bible was “much larger” than it eventu-
ally became in the following centuries.® To support
this claim he cites the use of 1 Enoch in Jude, the
large collection of texts at Qumran, the citations of
Ben Sira in rabbinic Judaism, the use of apocryphal
and pseudepigraphal books in the NT and LXX of
the early church.” In this model the rabbis excluded
from their canon many books that had scriptural
status in the first century. During the first century
CE, however, there is “no evidence” that “the Jews
or the followers of Jesus were even remotely inter-
ested in the notion of a closed collection of sacred
Scriptures...” Therefore, those scholars who hold
to a well-established canon in the first century make
an “anachronistic” claim because they cannot show
this to be the case.? The Christian church, then,
inherited this “much larger” and open collection of
Scripture from Judaism. McDonald’s explanation
is worth quoting at length:

The contents of the LXX have always been elu-
sive, but it is likely that the Greek Bible used
by the Christians included writings that were a
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part of this collection from the earliest Chris-
tian community, before their separation from
Judaism in the first century C.E. There is no
evidence that their OT Scripture collection got
bigger with time.'°

McDonald is not clear when this occurred, yet it
appears that the Christian church selected and fixed
its OT canon from this “much larger” Jewish col-
lection sometime in the fifth and sixth centuries
CE.1

Like the OT discussion, dates for the canoniza-
tion of the NT are consistently later than traditional
understandings of the canon. Focusing on citations
of the N'T books in the church fathers, McDonald
argues that the Gospels and Paul were among the
first to be read as Scripture in the second century
and then — only at the end of the fourth century —
was a “general consensus reached” about the extent
of the NT collection.> Heretics (e.g. Marcion), the
invention of the codex, persecution (the burning
of sacred books), Eusebius’ catalogues of canoni-
cal lists, and the political activity of Constantine,
among other forces, all played a role in the devel-
opment and closure of the NT canon. But more
important than the canon for the early church were
the rule of faith and the authority of Jesus. “Ire-
nacus and others who argued against the Gnostics
in the second and third centuries did not combat
heresy with a canon of Scripture, but with a canon
of faith (regula fidei) that had been passed on from
the apostles to their successors in the churches.”'?
Thus the “true canon of faith for the church” is
Christ.'* This means a diminished role for the
canon. For instance, “New inquiry into the origins
of the biblical canon might permit the church to
feel freer to allow other ancient (or modern) voices
to inform its understanding of God today.™'®

One cannot help but admire the dogged deter-
mination of McDonald’s pursuit of canonical ques-
tions; no doubt he has accumulated many scholarly
blisters from examining a vast array of primary and
secondary literature on a topic so complex as the
canon. Certainly this is a learned, painstakingly
researched, and formidable account of the biblical
canon and the complicated historical process sur-
rounding its formation. In particular, McDonald
reminds his readers that the universal church has
never agreed exactly upon which books belong in
its canon.'® Finally, his attraction to the rule of faith
in Irenaeus 1s commendable.

Nevertheless, there is good reason to question
some of his fundamental conclusions. I do not
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think this will be accomplished through another
short sound bite in a review that has space only
to register a disagreement in the last few lines,
but rather through a more substantial and well-
deserved engagement with the core of McDonald’s
thesis. For practical reasons, this must be limited;
there is not adequate room to evaluate the entire
book. My inquiry will focus on the OT portion of
the work. I will examine the pivotal role played by
McDonald’s definition of canon, the rabbinic dis-
putes, and LXX tradition, in contrast to the mar-
ginal role of Josephus and a very important passage
from 4 Ezra. This will be followed by a look at the
foundational role of the rule of faith in Irenacus for
the project.

McDonald’s Definition of Canon

McDonald’s definition of canon is essentially
derived from Eugene Ulrich: it is “the final, fixed,
and closed list of the books of Scriptures that are
officially and permanently accepted as supremely
authoritative by a faith tradition, in conscious
contradistinction from those books that are not
accepted.”” If left conceptually as a fixed collection
this 1s not problematic, but the “closed,” “official”
and “conscious” elements of the definition bleed
over into the form of the “closed list” required to
support such a definition.”® Who is the official
group that consciously closed the canon by listing
each book in a catalogue? For McDonald, absence
of canon in this form is absence of canon. He
wants direct (not inferential) evidence and claims
that scholars relying on “inferences” make anachro-
nistic suppositions by importing notions of canon
from the second to fourth century CE."
McDonald is certainly right that one cannot
find a canon in the form of a catalogue, but it does
not necessarily follow that the concept is alien and
can only be applied via anachronistic suppositions.
If this concept were present, where would it be
housed in the mental furniture of the Jewish mind?
In a word: temple. It is not anachronistic to argue
that the temple held a focal point across the diverse
groups of Judaism while it stood. McDonald him-
self affirms this, but stops short of teasing out its
symbolic power for the canon.?” Most scholars
would agree an archive of sacred literature existed
in the temple in Jerusalem.?! Famously, Josiah dis-
covers the book of the law in the temple. 1 and
2 Maccabees, Josephus, and later, the rabbis, all
bear witness to this reality. Throughout the ancient
Near East, societies housed their sacred books in

their temples or cultic centres. Within Judaism, the
temple is the only institution with enough authority
to determine and set the boundaries of the canon.
Thus the sacred space of the temple is the primary
vehicle for the collection, preservation, and dissem-
ination of the canon in the Jewish tradition until its
destruction. As a result, it is this sacred space, and
not some sacred /ist, that one would expect to be
meaningful in the conceptual world of Judaism.
To make lists of the holy books while the temple
remained standing would be superfluous and such
a demand by McDonald may (ironically) betray an
anachronistic appeal to the formulation of canons
as lists in the second to fourth century CE in the
church. Within Judaism, however, catalogues of
canonical books never occur in the period under
investigation. After the temple was destroyed, the
synagogue (in all its variety), in so far as it came
to symbolically represent the temple, carried on
this practice by housing the sacred books in either
the Torah shrine or in an adjacent house of study.**
These practices may explain why there was no talk
about the number of the canonical books within
Judaism before 70 CE, even though the NT and
other writings strongly presuppose a relatively
limited collection of sacred books. Approximately
thirty years after the destruction of the temple,
Josephus and 4 Ezra each record the number of
books they consider canonical.

If McDonald’s definition of canon is anachro-
nistic to the first century, it has trouble finding
solid footing in his investigation of Jewish sources
in the second to fourth century CE. Most impor-
tant in this regard is his discussion of Baba Bathra
14b-15a, which records the order of the books in
the Prophets and the Writings and then discusses
their authorship. Baba Bathra “clearly identifies the
twenty-four books that make up the Jewish collec-
tion of sacred writings,” writes McDonald.?® This
is simply not the case because it does not list the
books of the Pentateuch. Quibbling about such
small matters might seem overly critical, but it is
essential for understanding the purposes of the
rabbinic discussion. The Pentateuch is probably
not listed because its order and authorship are
uncontested, which isn’t the case for the Prophets
and the Writings. Prior to this document within
Judaism there is no list of the Pentateuch. Thus
Baba Bathra is not concerned about establishing
the identity or authority of the books in the Proph-
ets and Writings, but rather with questions of order
and authorship.

What does this all mean for McDonald’s defini-
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tion of canon? As we have seen, in the first cen-
tury CE there is no authoritative list of books, and
so there is no canon for McDonald, and all such
claims are only based on inferences. In the second
century CE Baba Bathra is the best candidate to fit
McDonald’s definition of canon. It is not establish-
ing the authority of these books, but holds their
authority as its most basic presupposition. What is
lacking, therefore, in the first century is also lacking
in the second to fourth century CE and later. There
is no time when these books are declared authori-
tative or even officially acknowledged as such in
the form of a list, but there is a time after which
they are conceptually treated as a fixed and authori-
tative collection. Thus, McDonald’s inability to
find something that fits his definition of canon in
the first century is rendered problematic since he
cannot find anything to match it in the following
centuries either.?* No matter when one dates the
fixed canon of Judaism, the evidence under investi-
gation requires a degree of inference.

After McDonald squeezes Baba Bathra into his
definition of canon, he then tries to marginalize its
testimony. He argues that this does not reflect the
“view of all Jews” because it was not included in
the Mishnah. Furthermore, it had little influence
on early Christians and probably comes from Bab-
ylon, and, as such, does not reflect later rabbinic
debates in the land of Israel about the fringes of
the canon.” While each supposition could be ques-
tioned, for McDonald, the rabbinic disputes are
pivotal in his investigation of the Jewish evidence.
He uses these disputes to discredit all earlier signs
that there was a fixed canon within Judaism. The
weight McDonald gives these disputes requires
another look at the primary evidence.

Rabbinic Disputes

McDonald prefaces and concludes his examination
of the early evidence for a closed canon with an
appeal to rabbinic discussions concerning which
books defile the hands or have once been with-
drawn.?¢ If there was a fixed canon in the first
century CE, according to McDonald, then “why
is there so much discussion among the rabbis of
the second through the fifth centuries C.E. about
whether books like Ezekiel, Ruth, Esther, Ecclesi-
astes, and Sirach ‘defile the hands’?”?” The impreci-
sion of this statement is in danger of muffling the
distinct nature of the notoriously difficult phrase
of the rabbis “to defile the hands.” In these dis-
cussions there are legitimate concerns only about
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Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, and Esther.?®

John Barton, among many other scholars on
the canon, has argued (persuasively, in my view)
that these and only these three books are singled
out because they alone in the Hebrew canon lack
the divine Name. Taking his cue from the para-
doxical notion that a sacred book can defile the
hands, Barton argues that this designation could
have begun as a precaution to ensure that people
would carefully handle the Scriptures.? As such
the defilement concerns physical contact with these
books in ritual situations not their “metaphysical
existence.” The Hebrew Scriptures do not defile
the hands if they are translated from Aramaic to
Hebrew or Hebrew to Aramaic, while they do
defile the hands if they are written in Assyrian
characters on parchment and in ink.3! Or again, the
books in the temple do not defile the hands unless
they are removed from the temple.? Barton argues
that the lack of the divine Name in only these three
books would lead to questions of purification when
handling them. If his estimation is accurate, it also
explains why some books that were clearly extra-
canonical, which contained the divine Name, were
said to “not defile the hands.”* This pronounce-
ment was needed for those who came into contact
with these texts because of the special status of the
divine Name, even though these texts were never
considered Scripture.®** This distinction is particu-
larly hard to grasp. All the canonical books defile
the hands and at times this designation is equal to
their canonical status but it is not equated with it.
Canonical books are so sacred that one can only
touch them with gloves on, so to speak, but in
the case of these three books, the necessity of the
gloves was questioned due to the absence of the
divine Name. The rabbis concluded that gloves
were necessary.

Again, McDonald supposes that the rabbis are
engaged in canonical activity when they discuss
why a book was once “stored away” or “with-
drawn.” The book of Ezekiel was said to have
been withdrawn because it appeared to contradict
the Torah,* while Proverbs and Ecclesiastes were
said to once be withdrawn because they are self-
contradictory.*® Only in the case of Avot of Rabbi
Nathan 1:4 does it say that Proverbs, Ecclesiastes,
and Song of Songs were at one time withdrawn
because they were mere parables, and not Scrip-
ture. Theodore Swanson has pointed out the late
date of this composition and the unlikelihood
that it reflects a view held in the Tannaitic period
(1.e. 70-200 CE).*” It is likely that this can only
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be anachronistically applied to the situation of the
first and second century CE. More likely is Roger
Beckwith’s theory that these quibbles are the result
of exegetical efforts to reconcile conflicts within an
already established canon.?

In contrast, the discussions about Ben Sira are
notably different than those about canonical books.
It was withdrawn without question and was not
later vindicated; probably due to the rabbis’ belief
that it is not a prophetic book because it was writ-
ten after the cessation of prophecy® This belief
doesn’t originate in the rabbinic period — it can
be seen as far back as 1 Maccabees 6:46, 24:41
and the writing of Josephus.*® These disputes are
about books already in the canon, with the pos-
sible but unlikely exception of Ben Sira. Where
is the evidence showing that the rabbis excluded
books from a “much larger” collection of sacred
scripture? In McDonald’s view, the rabbis dispute
the status of books in their collection — surely the
debates that excluded so many books would have
been recorded. Even if one grants, for argument’s
sake, that these are canonical disputes, they did
not change the status of any book. The canon can
remain fixed even when certain books are disputed,
as Luther demonstrated during the Reformation
and McDonald demonstrates today:.

The LXX Tradition

Additionally, McDonald argues that the LXX
reveals the state of affairs when the church sepa-
rated from Judaism. According to him there is no
evidence that the LXX “got bigger with time.” To
prove this, McDonald relies heavily on the citation
of these books in the NI, the early church, and
their eventual location in canonical lists and codices
in the fourth and fifth centuries CE. Appendix D
of McDonald’s book lists 13 pages of apocryphal
and pseudepigraphal books cited or alluded to in
the NT. At first glance this list is impressive, but
apart from the highly debated*' exception of 1
Enoch in Jude, none are cited with a scriptural for-
mula and in most cases the connection is extremely
tenuous or merely indicates a shared social and
historical background.*? Jude does treat 1 Enoch
as prophecy from God, but as Richard Bauckham
points out, this “need not imply that he regarded
the books as canonical Scripture.” He argues that
the Enoch literature was valued at Qumran, but
was not included in their canon of Scripture.** On
the other hand, if I Enoch were cited authorita-
tively as Scripture, it would seem best to consider

it the exception that proves the general rule: the
number of allusions and citations from books in
the Hebrew canon in proportion to those from
books outside of it is staggering.** Regardless of
one’s conclusions about 1 Enoch, the NT does not
support McDonald’s basic position. From the NT
alone, one would expect a smaller — not a larger
— canon. If a larger collection of Scripture existed
in the first century, why are none of these books
explicitly cited as Scripture in the NT, or again,
why are they alluded to so infrequently?#

In early church literature, however, some of the
apocryphal and pseudepigraphal books are cited
with scriptural formulae. In his analysis of this
literature, McDonald relies almost exclusively on
citations (inferences), rather than explicit canonical
lists, which his definition of canon favors. Retreat-
ing from these lists effectively reverses McDonald’s
criterion for canon. Inferences are played down in
the first century, only to then be played off against
explicit catalogues of canonical books in the fol-
lowing centuries. This involves the church fathers
in contradictions, when they cite a text authorita-
tively that they have excluded from their canoni-
cal list. This tension, at the very least, should be
recorded.

McDonald has helpfully summarized most of
these lists in Appendix B. A quick glance at them
reveals that they were relatively stable at first and
then began to grow to include more apocryphal
books. Melito of Sardis (around 170 CE), the Bry-
ennios manuscript (1st or 2nd cent. CE?), Origen
(before 231 CE), Eusebius of Caesarea (339 CE),
Cyril of Jerusalem (about 350 CE), the Council of
Laodicea (363 CE), Athanasius of Alexandria (367
CE), Hilary of Poitiers (367 CE), and Epiphanius
of Salamis (376 CE), Gregory of Nazianzus (390
CE), Amphilochius (396 CE), Jerome (about 390
CE), and Rufinus (410 CE), all witness to a rela-
tively stable canon containing the same twenty-two
books, although counted and arranged in various
ways.* In some of these catalogues, Baruch and
the Epistle of Jeremiah are appended to the book
of Jeremiah, which for the church fathers does not
indicate a different judgment about the number
of the books, and in a few Esther is omitted or
placed among the apocryphal books. In contrast,
only Augustine (395 CE), the Council of Carthage
(397 CE), and the great codices — Vaticanus (4th
cent. CE), Sinaiticus (4th cent. CE), and Alex-
andrinus (5th cent. CE) - include a number of
apocryphal books. Where is the primary evidence
showing that the views of the fourth century were
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held in the second or third century?

These rather uniform lists, which witness to a
smaller canon well before the larger, are marginal-
ized and sometimes misrepresented in his analysis
of the early church. For instance, in his discus-
sion of Origen he does not list his catalogue of
canonical books (except of course in Appendix
B), but notes that 1-2 Maccabees are included in
it. This omits that Origen counted the Maccabees
as “outside” of the twenty-two books. It is also
not surprising that Origen would recommend, as
McDonald observes, the reading of Judith, Tobith,
and Wisdom of Solomon. For, as Earle Ellis has
persuasively argued, most of the early church dis-
tinguished between canonical and deuterocanoni-
cal books, yet cited both with scriptural formulae.
These extra books were good and useful to read, yet
still remained outside of the Hebrew canon. While
the precise relationship between the LXX tradi-
tion and the Hebrew canon is essentially insoluble,
Ellis’s conclusion on the matter is possible if not
probable. According to him, the pivotal decision of
Augustine on this issue — which Jerome opposed —
appears to be the result of an unreflective judgment
based on the popular use of these extra books.*
Finally, most of the books in the LXX tradition,
broadly conceived, did exist when the Christians
broke off from Judaism, and so in one sense the
LXX did not grow (at least not much) over time.
What does appear to have changed, however, is the
inclusion of more and more of these books into the
Christian canon.

Josephus and 4 Ezra

Does any evidence contradict McDonald’s claim
that no fixed canon existed in the first century?
The two most impressive witnesses are Josephus
and 4 Ezra. In Against Apion, Josephus lays out
a twenty-two-book canon adhered to by all Jews
for “long ages.” First, McDonald rightly stresses
that Josephus had access to the sacred books stored
in the temple, of which we have noted the impor-
tance; then, strangely, he moves on to argue that
his list probably came from Babylon and, as such,
Josephus is “ahead of his time in terms of limiting
the books of the Jewish sacred collection.”®® Here
even Josephus is accused of being anachronistic!
To support his accusation, McDonald appeals to
the polemical context of Josephus’s writings, the
freedom at Qumran to add and subtract from the
biblical text, and the lack of any clear parallel. All of
this suggests that there was no “universally accepted
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closed biblical canon in the first century C.E.™
There may be no universally accepted canon, but
one would need to prove first that Qumran had a
larger or different canon, which is not clear, and
then, that this collection is not sectarian. One
might ask what type of totality McDonald is load-
ing into the term ‘universal.” At this point a help-
ful distinction that McDonald himself adheres to
is needed: scholars often fail “to distinguish disa-
greements about the canon between different par-
ties from uncertainty about the canon within those
parties.” If Qumran had a different or an unfixed
canon, it does not necessarily follow that main-
stream Judaism in all its variety had an unfixed
canon.

In any case, McDonald attempts to marginal-
ize Josephus by quoting Steve Mason’s conclusion:
“Further, Mason suggests that Josephus’s fixed col-
lection was “an inner-Pharisaic view that could only
have gradually come to prominence with the emer-
gence of the rabbinic coalition after 70 [C.E.];
it cannot reflect a common first-century Jewish
view.” ! It is no doubt unconsciously done, but
this is the view of Rudolf Meyer, whom Mason is
refuting in the context. Mason suggests, however,
that it is hard to justify isolating Josephus as “idi-
osyncratic.” Josephus strongly adheres to a “closed
canon,” yet treats other works, like Pseudo-Aristeas
and 1 Maccabees, similarly to texts within his fixed
canon. From this Mason concludes: “This will-
ingness to alter the biblical text in manifold ways
proves nothing about his formal view of the canon.
His example removes the force from appeals to cir-
cumstantial evidence as proof that the Dead Sea
Scrolls’ authors or Philo or Ben Sira had an open
canon.” In other words, the mere use of canoni-
cal and noncanonical works side by side and the
freedom to alter the canonical text to fit Josephus’s
own ‘historical’ agendas does not indicate that he
believed the canon was open for the Jewish people
or for himself. If Mason is correct, it negates the
validity of the circumstantial evidence McDonald
cites to establish his distrust of Josephus.

But what about McDonald’s charge that there
are “no other clear parallels” to Josephus’ concep-
tion of a fixed canon?®® Indeed, there is no identi-
cal parallel to Josephus in the first century, yet in
the case of 4 Ezra there is a witness, which reluc-
tantly but nevertheless emphatically testifies to a
fixed canon in the first century. 4 Ezra is a Jewish
apocalypse written sometime around 100 CE by
an unknown Jew who adopts the pseudonym of
Ezra and uses the destruction of the temple by
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the Babylonians to address its destruction by the
Romans. In this fictitious context Ezra dictates
to five scribes ninety-four books, which had been
burned when the ‘Babylonians’ destroyed the
temple. As McDonald notes, 4 Ezra 14:44 divides
these books “between the twenty-four books that
everyone can read and the seventy books that are
reserved for the ‘wise among your people.”* He
concludes that both collections are “held in equally
high regard.”* Barton’s reading of this text, how-
ever, in which he argues that the seventy books
were considered of greater importance than the
twenty-four, suggests a much different conclu-
sion.” More specifically, 4 Ezra conjures up eve-
rything in its power to support the significance of
the unidentified seventy books. They are dictated
in the same miraculous manner as the twenty-four
— the five scribes even wrote “in characters which
they did not know.” Even the “unworthy” can read
the twenty-four while the seventy are reserved
exclusively for the wise, for only in the seventy are
hidden “the springs of understanding, the fountain
of wisdom and the river of knowledge.” Most tell-
ing of all, Ezra appears to include his work among
this register. In 4 Ezra 12:36-38, he refers to his
own book as revealing the “secrets of the Most
High” to the “wise among your people.” This is
the exact same language with which he refers to
the seventy books! 4 Ezra does not hold both sets
of books in “equally high regard” but works rather
hard to portray the seventy as having a more dis-
tinguished status.

This small but significant distinction tells us
two essential things about the canon. First, there
exist other holy books that hold some degree of
authority for various communities or individu-
als at this time, but these are still differentiated
from the twenty-four-books — there can be a fixed,
clearly demarcated canon, in the midst of other
holy books.®” Second, surely 4 Ezra protests too
much in favour of itself and the seventy books. The
agenda of this text makes the “involuntary evidence
all the stronger.”™® If there were no fixed canon at
this time in mainstream Judaism, why would 4
Ezra make “this grudging admission” that the
twenty-four books are known to the public?®® Thus,
it 1s better to conclude with Beckwith that 4 Ezra 1s
“striving for the recognition of his pseudepigrapha
against a public opinion which recognizes only
the 24 canonical books.” In sum, 4 Ezra reveals
the traditional status of a fixed canon in the public
square of Judaism by his dismissive use and yet
acknowledgment of twenty-four books in support

of a “superior” collection of secret knowledge not
transmitted though open tradition.

Yet this has not completely answered McDon-
ald’s request for a clear parallel. Can the scheme
of twenty-four books be squared with the twenty-
two of Josephus? According to the able historian
Jerome, some count Judges and Ruth as one book
and Jeremiah and Tamentations as one book,
thus they count twenty-two books, while others
place Ruth and Lamentations in the Writings, as
independent books, and end up with a count of
twenty-four-books. Baba Bathra confirms this
within Judaism and Origen within Christianity.
McDonald’s only objection to this line of reason-
ing is his continual appeals to rabbinic disputes and
his definition of canon. In contrast, it is more eco-
nomical, reasonable, and probable that Josephus
and 4 Ezra both testify to a fixed canon made up of
the same books at the end of the first century CE.
From this one should not conclude that there was
a fixed canon only at the end of the first century;
rather, both witnesses, when explicitly addressing
canonical concerns reveal that the canon has been
fixed for some time within mainstream Judaism.

The Rule of Faith in Irenaeus

Finally, since McDonald does not find sufficient
evidence for a fixed canon, he moves away from
Scripture to the rule of faith. He claims that Ire-
naeus and others “did not combat heresy with a
canon of Scripture or a list of books, but with a
canon of faith.”! There simply was no need for
Irenacus to develop the canon against the Gnos-
tics. The argument was not over the borders of the
canon, but over the true interpretation of the Scrip-
tures. In Against the Heresies, Irenaeus sets forth
the problem in the preface: “These men falsify the
oracles of God and prove themselves evil interpret-
ers of the good word of revelation.” According
to John O’Keefe and Rusty Reno: “The root of
the controversy was exegesis.”® The relationship
between Scripture, tradition and Christ is complex
and probably not entirely consistent in Irenaeus’s
works; nevertheless, they are inextricable bound
up with one another and together are intended to
stand in complete harmony.®* McDonald presents
a false dichotomy when he makes one choose
between the rule of faith and the canon of Scripture.
Nor does Christ somehow stand in opposition to
the canon; rather, he is, as the recapitulation of all
things, the decisive and final summary that clarifies
the economy or scope of the canon.® In a wonder-
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ful metaphor, Irenaeus sums up the hermeneutical
activity of his opponents: “their manner of acting
is just as if one, when a beautiful image of the king
has been constructed by some skilful artist out of
precious jewels, should then take this likeness of
the man all to pieces, should re-arrange the gems,
and so fit them together as to make them into the
form of a dog or of a fox.” Christ is the image
that orients the mosaic and the raison A’etve of the
Scriptures. It is not the identity of the tiles, but their
arrangement, that is in question here. Although
McDonald is attracted to Irenacus, one wonders
how faithfully he has construed his works.

Conclusion

More could be said, but a few concluding comments
about historical methodology and the authority of
Christ must suffice. First, much of the disagree-
ment on the canon can be explained by what con-
stitutes sufficient evidence to support a historical
claim. For McDonald, the mere use of deuteroca-
nonical books in the NT and elsewhere provides
evidence in favour of their scriptural status rather
then their social and cultural influence. In my judg-
ment, there is nothing strange about authors who,
while holding to a fixed canon, use and allude to
books outside their canon. If one wants to say
something about the Maccabeen period, the best
place to go is 1 and 2 Maccabees (1.¢. Josephus). It
would be odd if Jubilees was not alluded to or cited
in documents concerned with the Jewish calendar
(i.e. Qumran). Nor is the wide influence of Ben
Sira both on the NT and rabbinic Judaism (i.e.
James) at all peculiar. The book is a deep reflection
on the sapiental tradition of the OT and stands in
its own right as a book of wisdom. While this is a
thorny issue, it appears in McDonald’s work that
a type of sola scriptura is being wielded to interpret
the evidence that is foreign to the tradition, from
the first to the twenty-first century. It is no wonder
then, when the canon is weighed on these scales, it
is found wanting.

Yet the historical project is further complicated
by the form of the material one presupposes as
important to find and the weight or proportion
given to that same evidence. Nowhere is this clearer
than in our discussion of McDonald’s definition of
canon and the inconsistent manner in which it is
employed. Moreover, an argument that elevates the
citation of I Enoch in Jude over the testimony of
the rest of the NI, Josephus, 4 Ezva, Baba Bathra,
Melito and Origen lacks proper proportion. Like
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McDonald, “T am not convinced that scholarship
advances significantly if we do not force ourselves
to root our conclusions in the primary literature
of antiquity” At statements like this, one won-
ders how McDonald can hold to a definition of
canon that finds no support among Jewish sources
in antiquity. In my judgment, McDonald has let
his “assumptions clutter the way”*® with troubling
historical and theological results.

Second, at its most basic level, McDonald’s
project attempts to dislodge the canon of OT
and NT by historically distancing them from the
person and work of Christ. It is for this reason that
the when of canon formation is almost the exclusive
concern of the project. The canon is only helpful,
according to McDonald, when it bears true testi-
mony to the Christ of history, and it is this Christ
who will filter out all the inappropriate parts of
the canon. Fracturing the witness of the OT to
Christ, however, runs counter to the confessions of
the NT. As Stephen Chapman perceptively notes:
“Ironically, McDonald’s christological solution
also stands on its head a fundamental aspect of the
New Testament’s witness to Christ, for in the NT
it is not the OT that is professed to be ‘in accord-
ance with’ Christ, but Christ who is confessed to
be ‘in accordance with’ the OT Scriptures.”® The
authority of Christ is bound up with the OT wit-
ness to Christ. McDonald’s attempt to distance the
canon from Christ undercuts — and on a more basic
level, misunderstands — how the early church pro-
fessed the authority of Christ. No doubt McDon-
ald’s focus on the authority of Christ is an attempt
to combat bibliolatry, which is a real problem.
Yet his solution does not explain how one would
even know Christ, much less how obedience to his
authority could be followed apart from the canoni-
cal testimony. Far more helpful is N.T. Wright’s
formulation of the relationship between God,
Scripture and the church: God alone is authorita-
tive, but he exercises his authority for the church in
the Scriptures.” Or from a different angle, Brevard
Childs: “It is a basic Christian confession that all
scripture bear testimony to Jesus Christ,” which
means that he is the “one scope of scripture.”!
Marginalizing the canon will not “free the church
from inappropriate loyalties,”” rather, it is through
neglect of the word of God that Christ is remade
in the image of the age. The church needs to be
called again and again through the power of the
Spirit and by the grace of God to a consistent and
humble engagement with the full canonical witness
in all its variety and richness in order to have as its
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vision the beautiful image of the King of Kings
who is revealed in the New Testament in accord-

ance with the Old.
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