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chapter 8

Second Peter 3:2, the Apostolate, and a
Bi-covenantal Canon

Michael J. Kruger

1 Introduction1

After nearly two-thousand years, the bi-covenantal nature of the Christian
canon—an ot delivered by the prophets and a nt about Jesus delivered by the
apostles—seems rather unremarkable. Indeed, this structure is so ingrained in
the Christian concept of canon that we rarely reflect upon its origins. It almost
seems like it was inevitable.

However, when we do reflect upon this structure, we come to realize that
its origins are not explained merely by appealing to the decisions of the later,
post-apostolic church. Rather, I shall argue here that this bi-covenantal infra-
structure—i.e. a two-part revelatory deposit from the prophets and apostles—
was woven into the theological fabric of Christianity from the beginning. And
therefore, the bi-covenantal canon that we have today is simply the “logical
materialization”2 of a deep theological paradigm embedded in the dna of the
earliestChristianmovement. Put simply, this feature of canon is intrinsic rather
than an extrinsic.3

Needless to say, intrinsic features of canon have received comparably little
attention among modern scholars.4 Indeed, for many scholars, canon (by def-
inition) is only an extrinsic phenomenon. It is a creation of the later church,

1 This is an edited version of my 2019 Presidential Address at the Annual Meeting of the Evan-
gelicalTheological Society and appears elsewhere in the Journal of theEvangelicalTheological
Society (63 no. 1 [2020]: 5–24). It is presented in revised form here with permission from the
editors of jets.

2 This phrase is from Francois Bovon, “The Canonical Structure of Gospel and Apostle,” in The
CanonDebate, ed. LeeM.McDonald and J.A. Sanders (Peabody,MA:Hendrickson, 2002), 516–
527, 522. Bovon argues that the nt itself has a double structure—Gospel and Apostle—that
itself was built into the theological heritage of early Christianity.

3 For an exploration and comparison of the intrinsic and extrinsic models of canon, see
Michael J. Kruger, The Question of Canon: Challenging the Status Quo in the New Testament
Debate (Downers Grove: ivp Academic, 2013).

4 Kruger, Question of Canon, 47–78.
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202 kruger

something forced on a Christian movement that neither anticipated nor
desired one.5 Brevard Childs describes this approach as follows: “It is assumed
by many that the formation of a canon is a late, ecclesiastical activity, exter-
nal to the biblical literature itself, which was subsequently imposed on the
writings.”6 Thus, for the extrinsic approach canon is “simply a post-apostolic
development.”7

Perhaps it is no surprise, then, thatmost studies of canon are focused almost
exclusively on receptionhistory. The standard avenues of research tend todomi-
nate: rehearsingpatristic testimony,8 exploring thedevelopment of manuscript
collections,9 and even surveying the church’s earliest canonical lists.10 And
such research is fundamental to account for the emergence of what we now
call the nt.

But there ismore to the story of thent canon than these avenues of research,
as important as they are. Beyond the question of the when and the how, is also
the more fundamental question of why. Why do we have a nt canon at all? Or,
more particularly, why do we have a nt canon that looks like the one we have?
And to answer those questions, we must be willing to consider how the canon
may have been shaped by “the internal dynamics of the Christian faith.”11 Or,

5 Christopher Evans, Is “Holy Scripture” Christian? (London: scm, 1971); Lee M. McDon-
ald, The Biblical Canon: Its Origin, Transmission, and Authority (Peabody, MA: Hendrick-
son, 2007), 426; Loren L. Johns, “Was ‘Canon’ Ever God’s Will?,” in Jewish and Christian
Scriptures: The Function of “Canonical” and “Non-Canonical” Religious Texts, ed. James
H. Charlesworth and Lee M. McDonald (London: T&T Clark, 2010), 41–45.

6 Brevard S. Childs, The New Testament as Canon: An Introduction (London: scm, 1984), 21.
7 Childs, New Testament as Canon, 12.
8 Patristic testimony is the primary focus of the standard treatments of canon: Bruce

M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1987); Lee M. McDonald, The Formation of the Biblical Canon, Vol-
ume 2: The New Testament: Its Authority and Canonicity (London: T&T Clark, 2017);
F.F. Bruce,TheCanon of Scripture (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1988); Harry Y. Gam-
ble, The NewTestament Canon: ItsMaking andMeaning (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985); and
even T. Zahn, Geschichte Des Neutestamentlichen Kanons (Erlangen: A. Deichert, 1888).

9 David Trobisch, The First Edition of the New Testament (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000); LarryW.Hurtado,TheEarliest ChristianArtifacts:Manuscripts andChristianOrigins
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006); T.C. Skeat, “The Length of the Standard Papyrus Roll and
the Cost Advantage of the Codex,” zpe 45 (1982): 169–175; J.K. Elliott, “Manuscripts, the
Codex, and the Canon,” jsnt 63 (1996): 105–122; and Michael J. Kruger, Canon Revisited:
Establishing the Origins and Authority of the New Testament Books (Wheaton: Crossway,
2012), 233–259.

10 For themost up-to-date discussionof lists, see EdmonL.Gallagher and JohnD.Meade,The
Biblical Canon Lists from Early Christianity: Texts and Analysis (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2017).

11 E. Ferguson, “Factors Leading to the Selection and Closure of the New Testament Canon,”
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second peter 3:2, the apostolate, and a bi-covenantal canon 203

as David Meade has argued, we must consider that the nt canon was formed
not just by later ecclesiastical pressures but also by “elements inherent within
[Christianity] itself.”12 If so, thenwemight expect the “seeds” of the canon to be
visible already in the earliest Christian sources, though it would bemany years
before they would grow and sprout.

A number of these intrinsic factors have been explored by others, but there
is still more work to be done. The purpose of this chapter is to take a modest
step forward in the exploration of yet another one of these factors, namely the
curious, early andwidespread juxtaposition of the terms “prophets” and “apos-
tles” and the way that juxtaposition anticipates the bi-covenantal nature of the
Christian canon as both ot and nt.13

It is my hope that this chapter will be a fitting tribute to my friend Chuck
Hill who has written extensively on canon,14 and even on the intrinsic aspects
of its development.15 I am grateful for his encouragement and his friendship
over the years as we have collaborated on writing projects, served together on
committees, andbeen colleagues together at ReformedTheological Seminary.16
His faithful scholarship, academic precision and even-handedness have been a
model to all who navigate the complex world of text and canon.

in The Canon Debate, ed. Lee M. McDonald and J.A. Sanders (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson,
2002), 295–320, 295.

12 David Meade, “Ancient Near Eastern Apocalypticism and the Origins of the New Tes-
tament Canon of Scripture,” in The Bible as a Human Witness: Hearing the Word of God
Through Historically Dissimilar Traditions, ed. Randall Heskett and Brian Irwin, lhbots
469 (London: T&T Clark, 2010), 302–321, 304.

13 This chapter is indebted to, and will be building on, D. Farkasfalvy, “ ‘Prophets and Apos-
tles’: The Conjunction of the Two Terms before Irenaeus,” in Texts andTestaments: Critical
Essays on the Bible and the Early Church Fathers, ed.W.E.March (San Antonio: Trinity Uni-
versity Press, 1980), 109–134. For ahelpful look at the implications of a bi-covenantal canon
on the practice of biblical theology, see Christopher Seitz,TheCharacter of Christian Scrip-
ture: The Significance of a Two-Testament Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011).

14 E.g., Charles E. Hill,Who Chose the Gospels? Probing the Great Gospel Conspiracy (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2010); The Johannine Corpus in the Early Church (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004); “The NewTestament Canon: Deconstructio Ad Absurdum?,” jets
52, no. 1 (2009): 101–119.

15 Charles E. Hill, “God’s Speech in These Last Days: The NewTestament Canon as an Escha-
tological Phenomenon,” in Resurrection andEschatology:Theology in Service of the Church,
ed. Lane G. Tipton and Jeffrey C.Waddington, (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2008), 203–254.

16 Charles E. Hill and Michael J. Kruger, eds., The Early Text of the New Testament (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012). For the last many years, we have served together on the
steering committee of the “nt Canon, Textual Criticism, andApocryphal Literature” study
group of the Evangelical Theological Society.
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2 The Theological Structure for a Bi-covenantal Canon

We will proceed first by exploring the place of this bi-covenantal infrastruc-
ture in our nt sources—beginning with 2Pet 3:2 as an archetype. Then we will
show how the same pattern continues into second-century patristic writings
up to Irenaeus (though our sample must remain limited for space reasons).

Although the terms “prophets” and “apostles” form the pillars of this infras-
tructure, some writers also employ other terminology. The pattern can be laid
out as follows:

First stage of revelation: ot prophets
Second stage of revelation: apostleswho delivered the teachings of Jesus

(or the “gospel”)

Thus, we will often find the term “prophets” on the one side, and an interplay
of terms like “apostles,” “gospel” and “Jesus” on the other. The terminology of
the second stage varies dependent on whether the author’s emphasis was on
the medium of the message (“apostles”), the content of the message (“Jesus,”
“gospel,” etc.), or even both (“apostles who delivered the gospel”).

2.1 2Peter 3:1–2
When it comes to its implications for canon, it is unfortunate that 2Pet 3:1–2
has so often been overlooked. In a remarkable fashion, it juxtaposes “prophets”
and “apostles” as the two divinely-sanctioned sources of revelation for the
early Christian movement, thereby providing a theological rationale for a bi-
covenantal canon:

Ταύτην ἤδη, ἀγαπητοί, δευτέραν ὑμῖν γράφω ἐπιστολὴν ἐν αἷς διεγείρω ὑμῶν ἐν
ὑπομνήσει τὴν εἰλικρινῆ διάνοιαν μνησθῆναι τῶν προειρημένων ῥημάτων ὑπὸ
τῶν ἁγίων προφητῶν καὶ τῆς τῶν ἀποστόλων ὑμῶν ἐντολῆς τοῦ κυρίου καὶ
σωτῆρος.

This is now, beloved, the second letter I am writing to you in which I
am stirring up your sincere mind by way of reminder, that you should
remember the words spoken beforehand by the holy prophets and the
commandment of the Lord and Savior spoken by your apostles.17

17 nasb. All other citations are from the esv unless otherwise noted. All instances of empha-
sis are my own unless otherwise noted.
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Several observations about this passage are in order:

2.1.1 Two-Part Revelation
Fundamental to this passage is that authoritative Christian revelation is found
in a two-part source. There is little doubt that the “words spoken beforehand by
the holy prophets” (τῶν προειρημένων ῥημάτων ὑπὸ τῶν ἁγίων προφητῶν) refers
to ot writings either in part or in whole.18 Then our author mentions a second,
parallel source of revelation, namely the “commandment of the Lord” (ἐντολῆς
τοῦ κυρίου) spoken by “your apostles” (τῶν ἀποστόλων ὑμῶν). It is noteworthy
that this two-part authority includes an obvious older half—“words spoken
beforehand”—as well as an obvious newer half—the apostolically-mediated
words of (about) Jesus. One might be forgiven if they see a precursor here to a
future “old” and “new” testament.

Of course, it should be observed that this Petrine juxtaposition of prophet
and apostle as a two-part revelatory source is not first encountered in 3:2. The
readerwould have alreadywitnessed this same phenomenon two chapters ear-
lier as the προφητικὸν λόγον (1:19–21) was viewed as parallel to (and supportive
of) the apostolic testimony (1:16–18).19 And, as we shall observe momentarily,
the author does this yet again in 2Pet 3:15–16.

2.1.2 Authority of the Apostles
This passage presents the apostles as the designated medium by which one
accesses the teachings of (and about) Jesus. Thus, the authority of Christ and
the authority of the apostles are tightly connected. This connection is rein-
forced by the curious “double possessive genitive”20 in the second clause of
v.2. The commandment (τῆς … ἐντολῆς) mentioned here is the both the com-
mandment “of the apostles” (τῶν ἀποστόλων) and also the commandment “of
the Lord” (τοῦ κυρίου) at the same time.21 Bigg even suggested that the author

18 Richard Bauckham, Jude, 2Peter, wbc 50 (Waco, TX:Word, 1983), 287; Peter H. Davids,The
Letters of 2Peter and Jude, pntc (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 260; see also Luke 1:70;
Act 3:21; Rom 1:2. Whether the author has in mind a portion of the ot (parts that perhaps
deal with eschatological judgment—e.g., Isa 5:18–20; Jer 5:12–24; Ezek 12:22; Amos 9:10) as
opposed to the ot in its entirety, is not relevant for our argument here.

19 Davids, 2Peter and Jude, 260.
20 MichaelGreen,TheSecondEpistle of Peterand theEpistle of Jude (GrandRapids: Eerdmans,

1975), 124.
21 The overlap between the words of Christ and the words of the apostle is made evenmore

vivid by a later textual variant switching the ὑμῶν to ἡμῶν (ψ, 614, 623, 630, 1505, 1852, 2298,
2464), thus allowing the kjv to translate the clause as, “the commandment of us the apos-
tles of the Lord and Saviour.”
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meant the final phrase as an afterthought, “the commandment of your apostles,
or rather, I should say, of the Lord.”22 Similarly, Kelly argued that it should be
rendered, “the commandment of your apostles, viz. that of the Lord.”23Thus,we
have no reason to think the singular “commandment” refers to a particular say-
ing of Jesus, but is more likely “the substance of the Christian faith proclaimed
by the apostles.”24

The fact that apostolic teaching bore the authority of Jesus himself can be
confirmed by a number of other nt passages.25 But it is most aptly demon-
strated in a statement elsewhere by Paul where he declares, “If anyone thinks
that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the things I am
writing to you are a commandof the Lord (κυρίου ἐντολή)” (1Cor 14:37).26Here is
yet another instance, alongwith 2Pet 3:2, where thewords of an apostle (in this
case,writtenwords) are said tohave the authority of a “commandof theLord.”27
Remarkably, 1Cor 14:37 even uses κυρίου ἐντολή, nearly the identical Greek con-
struction as 2Pet 3:2.

22 Charles Bigg, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistles of St. Peter and St. Jude,
icc (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1978), 290.

23 J.N.D. Kelly, A Commentary on the Epistles of Peter and of Jude (New York: Harper & Row,
1969), 354.

24 Donald J. Harrington, Jude and 2Peter, sp 15 (Collegeville,MN: Liturgical Press, 2003), 281–
282; cf., Gene L. Green, Jude and 2Peter, becnt (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008),
312–313; Davids, 2Peter and Jude, 261. The singular “commandment” appears also in 2Pet
2:21 and Bauckham argues that it refers to the larger “body of [Christian] ethical teaching”
( Jude, 2Peter, 278). One should also note curious parallels in 1Cor 14:37, 1Tim 6:14, and
Polycarp, Phil. 6.3, where “commandment” (or a variant thereof) refers to the collective
apostolic teaching about Jesus.

25 Matt 10:14, 20; Mark 3:14–15; John 20:21; Acts 10:41–42; Gal 1:1–12. For more on the apos-
tles in early Christianity, see E. Ferguson, “The Appeal to Apostolic Authority in the Early
Centuries,” ResQ 50 (2008): 49–62; John Howard Schütz, Paul and the Anatomy of Apos-
tolic Authority, Rev. ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2007); Hans von Campen-
hausen, Ecclesiastical Authority and Spiritual Power in the Church of the First Three Cen-
turies (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1997), 12–54; and Andrew C. Clark, “Apostleship: Evi-
dence from the New Testament and Early Christian Literature,” ve 19 (1989): 49–82.

26 Christian Stettler (“The ‘Command of the Lord’ in 1Cor 14:37—A Saying of Jesus?,”Bib 87,
no. 1 [2006]: 42–51) argues that the “command of the Lord” here is a reference to an actual
saying of Jesus. However, there is no command of Jesus in the immediate context towhich
Paul could be referring. Moreover, elsewhere in 1Corinthians Paul is clear when he refers
to a saying of Jesus (e.g., 1Cor 11:23–25).

27 Archibald Robertson and Alfred Plummer (The First Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians,
icc [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1961]), speaking of this passage, observe that “[Paul] is con-
scious that what he says does not come form himself; he is the mouthpiece of Christ”
(327).
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2.1.3 Access to the Apostles
Another noteworthy feature of this passage is that the author presumes that
his audience is familiar with a plurality of apostles (howmany is unclear), and,
even more, that they have had (and maybe still have) access to the teaching
of these apostles. Indeed, one cannot “remember” (μνησθῆναι) teaching they
have not received.28 Of course, this raises difficult questions about the pre-
cise medium (oral or written) by which the audience received this apostolic
teaching. It is worth observing, however, that our author, just a few verses later,
expressly states themedium by which the audience received at least one apos-
tle’s teaching.We are told that the audience knew the teachings of “our beloved
brother Paul” (3:15) and that they knew it inwritten form: “Paul alsowrote to you
according to the wisdom given him as he does in all his letters” (v.16).

Indeed, in a stunning turn, the author even proceeds to place Paul’s letters
alongside the “other Scriptures” (v.16), a termnormally reserved for ot books.29
Once again, we see that our author recognizes a two-fold source of revelation:
apostolic writings (in this case, Paul’s) and the “other Scriptures” (a clear ref-
erence to the ot). Both sources are Scripture, but they are divided into two
distinct halves.

It should also be observed that just one verse earlier, our author also referred
to another written apostolic text, namely his previous letter, “This is now …
the second letter I am writing to you” (3:1).30 The fact that written apostolic
records are mentioned in both 3:1 and 3:15, “shows that both groups (not only
the prophets) were … remembered through written records.”31 But even if one
insists that 2Pet 3:2 only has the oral proclamation of the apostles in view, this
passage is still a remarkable anticipation of the future bi-covenantal structure
of the Christian canon. Indeed, Farkasfalvy argued that 2Pet 3:2 “appears to
sketch a theology of Canon, or, as I prefer to call it, a theology of the ‘pre-Canon’
or ‘proto-Canon.’ ”32

28 The term “remember” need not imply oral sources because the term is also applied to the
ot prophets. For more on memory in early Christianity, see Dale C. Allison, Construct-
ing Jesus: Memory, Imagination, and History (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010); and
W. Kelber and S. Byrskog, eds., Jesus inMemory: Traditions in Oral and Scribal Perspectives
(Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2009).

29 Meade refers to this as “a significant milestone in Christian thought” (“Ancient Near East-
ern Apocalypticism,” 318).

30 Kelly argues that 3:1 itself is “evidence of the emergence of a nt canon” (Epistles of Peter
and Jude, 354).

31 Farkasfalvy, “Prophets and Apostles,” 120.
32 Farkasfalvy, “Prophets and Apostles,” 120.
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2.2 Other ntWritings
There is little doubt that the canonical implications of 2Pet 3:2 have been
largely overlooked due to the widespread conviction it is a second century
text.33 But even if that were the case, most date a pseudonymous 2Peter to the
first quarter of the second century (ca. 100–125), making this passage still a very
early data point for the emergence of the nt canon.34Moreover, there are other
nt texts that offer a similar peek at a bi-covenantal canonical structure. Even
if the precise terms “prophet” and “apostle” are not used, these passages still
reflect the same two-fold source for Christian revelation.35

2.2.1 Hebrews 1:1–2; 2:3
The opening verses of the book of Hebrews are definitively focused on the
subject of word-revelation—“God spoke” (v.1).36 And when the author reflects
upon how God has spoken, he sets forth (once again) a two-fold structure
involving an older stage and a newer stage: “Long ago, at many times and in
many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he
has spoken to us by his Son” (Heb 1:1–2a). The first and older stage of revelation
is identified explicitly with the “prophets” (προφήταις) who spoke “long ago”
(πάλαι). Undoubtedly, the readers are familiar with these prophets through the
writings of the ot Scriptures.37 Then, the text offers a second, newer source
of revelation, “in these last days, he has spoken to us by his Son.” There are
two channels of revelation because there are two eschatological epochs—the
former times on the one hand, and the fullness of time on the other.38 As for

33 For an overview of 2Peter’s authorship, seeMichael J. Kruger, “TheAuthenticity of 2Peter,”
jets 42 (1999): 645–671.

34 See C.E.B. Cranfield, i & iiPeter and Jude: Introduction and Commentary (London: scm,
1960), 149; J.B. Mayor, The Epistle of St. Jude and the Second Epistle of St. Peter (London:
Macmillan, 1907), cxxvii; Kelly, Epistles of Peter and Jude, 237; Harrington, Jude and 2Peter,
237.

35 A number of passages juxtapose apostles and nt prophets, but we will not be examining
those here (e.g., Eph 2:20; 3:5; 4:11; 1Cor 12:28). It is worth noting, however, that patris-
tic sources often interpreted these passages as referring to ot prophets (E.g., Clement of
Alexandria, Strom. 4.21; Tertullian, Marc. 5.17). In the Reformation era, so did J. Calvin,
Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul to the Galatians and Ephesians (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1993), 243.

36 Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1990), 35–37; F.F. Bruce,The Epistle to theHebrews, nicnt (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1990), 45–46.

37 Thomas R. Schreiner, Commentary on Hebrews, hntc (Nashville: Broadman and Holman,
2015), 53.

38 Hughes, Hebrews, 37.
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the message of salvation which the Son has spoken, the author informs us a
few verses later that “it was declared at first by the Lord, and it was attested to
us by those who heard, while God bore witness by signs and wonders” (Heb
2:3–4a). There is little doubt that “those who heard” refers to the apostles (cf.
Luke 1:2), thosewith the standing to “attest” (ἐβεβαιώθη) toGod’s truth, divinely-
confirmed by “signs and wonders,” agents whose task was to deliver the salvific
message of Jesus.39

Thus, we see a remarkable similarity here with 2Pet 3:2. Both passages indi-
cate there is a prior revelation through ot prophets; there is a new revelatory
message from the “Lord”; and that this message from the Lord is mediated to
later generations by his appointed apostolic witnesses.

2.2.2 Romans 1:1
In the opening verses of Romans, Paul focuses on the greatmessage of redemp-
tion—“the gospel of God” (εὐαγγέλιον θεοῦ)—and the two stages in which that
message has been delivered. First, it was “promised beforehand through his
prophets in the Holy Scriptures” (v.2). Like 2Pet 3:2, Paul directly equates the
word “prophets” (προφητῶν)with theot Scripture, somethinghe also does else-
where in the letter (Rom 15:4; 16:26).40 Moreover, the “promised beforehand”
here is quite similar to the “spoken beforehand” of 2Pet 3:2. Then, second, this
redemptivemessage has a newer stage of proclamation throughPaul himself as
“an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God” (v.1). Being “set apart” (ἀφωρισμένος)
gives Paul the distinct and authoritative office to deliver not his own message
but the message “concerning his [God’s] Son” (v.3).41 Again, there is a notable
parallel here to 2Pet 3:2 where the apostolic office was simply the means by
which one received the teachings of/about Jesus (or “gospel”).

In sum, God’s plan of salvation is revealed in two parts or stages, through the
ot prophets in the prior age and through apostles in the current age.

2.2.3 1Peter 1:10–12
In the first letter attributed to Peter, this prophet-apostle pattern is visible,
albeit more subtly. The gospel was first announced in the ot prophets: “Con-
cerning this salvation, the prophets who prophesied about the grace that was

39 Hughes, Hebrews, 79; Bruce, Hebrews, 47.
40 C.E.B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, Vol. 1,

icc (Edinburgh: T&TClark, 1975), 55–56; Douglas J. Moo,The Epistle to the Romans, nicnt
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 44.

41 Cranfield, Romans, 53: “The apostle’s function is indeed to serve the gospel by an authori-
tative and normative proclamation of it.”
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to be yours searched and inquired carefully” (1Pet 1:10).42 Then the apostles are
the ones who have announced this samemessage of salvation, “It was revealed
to them [the prophets] that they were serving not themselves but you, in the
things that have now been announced to you through those who preached the
good news (τῶν εὐαγγελισαμένων) to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven”
(1Pet 1:12). Though the term “apostles” does not appear, the verb εὐαγγελίζε-
σθαι is repeatedly used throughout our earliest Christian writings to describe
apostolic activity in particular.43 As Schütz observes, “Nothing comes closer
to suggesting the central, missionary nature of apostolic activity than the verb
εὐαγγελίζεσθαι.”44 Indeed, Polycarp seems to allude to 1Pet 1:12 and makes the
identity of the apostles explicit:45

those who preached the good news (τῶν εὐαγγελισαμένων) to you
1Pet 1:12

apostles (ἀπόστολοι) who proclaimed the gospel (εὐαγγελισαμένοι) to us46
polycarp, Phil. 6.3

We might also observe that the ones who received “the Holy Spirit sent from
heaven” (1Pet 1:12) were the apostles at Pentecost (Acts 2:1–4).47

If so, then we have here another instance where salvation is announced in
two stages: itwas revealed originally through theprophets, but announced fully
by the apostles.

2.2.4 Luke 11:49
The terms “prophet” and “apostle” also appear in Luke 11:49 as the designated
agents by which God speaks truth over against false teachers: “Therefore also
the Wisdom of God said, ‘I will send them prophets and apostles, some of

42 While some have argued nt prophets are in view, the consensus appears to be that ot
prophets are intended; see discussion in Karen H. Jobes, 1Peter, becnt (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2005), 99–101; Peter H. Davids, The First Epistle of Peter, nicnt (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 60–61.

43 E.g., Rom 10:15 (cf. Isa 52:7); 1Cor 11:7; 15:1; 2Cor 10:16; Gal 1:8; 1:11; 4:13.
44 Schütz, Anatomy of Apostolic Authority, 36.
45 J. Ramsey Michaels, 1Peter, wbc 49 (Waco:Word Publishing, 1988), 47.
46 All English translations of the Apostolic Fathers, unless otherwise noted, are taken from

Bart D. Ehrman, The Apostolic Fathers, 2 vols., lcl 24–25 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2003).

47 Wayne Grudem, 1Peter: An Introduction and Commentary, tntc (Downers Grove: Inter-
Varsity, 1988), 77.
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whom they will kill and persecute’ ” (11:49).Whether Luke’s appeal to the “Wis-
dom of God” is an allusion to a specific ot passage is difficult to discern,48 but
he does appear to view these offices as a two-fold unit. In prior times, it was
the voice of the prophets that corrected false doctrine—prophets that spanned
“from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah” (11:51), a possible reference
to the totality of the ot canon.49 And in the present time, it is the voice of the
“apostles” that continues this pattern of correcting false teaching.50 These two
voices are unified in such a way that they inevitably share the same fate: just
as the ot prophets were persecuted for speaking the truth, so the apostles will
be persecuted for speaking the same truth.51 As Farkasfalvy observes, “Behind
the historical continuity of persecution we detect the historical continuity of
revelation: God sends messengers in succession but they all receive the same
ill treatment.”52

2.2.5 1Timothy 5:18 (1Corinthians 9:9, 14)
Although the terms “prophet” and “apostle” are absent, we do find another
juxtaposition of old and new sources of revelation in 1Tim 5:18, another oft-
overlooked text: “For the Scripture says, ‘You shall not muzzle an ox when it

48 See discussion in I. HowardMarshall, The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the GreekText,
nigtc (GrandRapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 502–503;G.K. Beale andD.A.Carson,Commentary
on theNewTestamentUse of theOldTestament (GrandRapids: Baker Academic, 2007); 325.
One possibility is Jeremiah 7:25: “I have persistently sent (ἐξαπέστειλα) all my servants the
prophets (προφήτας) to them, day after day.”

49 For more on this disputed passage, see Edmon L. Gallagher, “The Blood from Abel to
Zechariah in the History of Interpretation,”nts 60 (2014): 121–138; and H.G.L. Peels, “The
Blood ‘from Abel to Zechariah’ (Matthew 23,35; Luke 11, 50f.) and the Canon of the Old
Testament,”zaw 113 (2001): 583–601.

50 Luke’s use of “apostles” here on the lips of Jesus has led some scholars to suggest that he
has merely redacted/updated the Matthean version which mentions “prophets and wise
men and scribes” (Matt 23:36). See discussion in Darrell L. Bock, Luke, Volume 2: 9:51–24:53,
becnt (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 1121.

51 An even older instance of this same structure can be found in 1Thess 2:13–16. After com-
mending the Thessalonians for accepting the apostolic teaching as the “word of God”
(v.13), Paul then acknowledges that such acceptance will lead to persecution—the same
sort of persecution which “came from the Jews who killed both the Lord Jesus and the
prophets and drove us out.” In the context, the “us” seems to be a clear reference to the
apostles (see 2:6). So, just as Luke 11:49 links the suffering of Jesus with the suffering of his
messengers (prophets and apostles), Paul does the same in 1Thessalonians. For more, see
Farkasfalvy, “Prophets and Apostles,” 110–111.

52 Farkasfalvy, “Prophets and Apostles,” 110. Though this quote appears in Farkasfalvy’s dis-
cussion of 1Thess 2:13–15 it clearly applies also to Luke 11:49 which is discussed in the very
next section.
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treads out the grain,’ and ‘The laborer deserves his wages.’ ” In a rather stun-
ning fashion, this passage cites an ot text (Deut 25:4) alongside what appears
to be a Christian text, and refers to them both as “Scripture” (ἡ γραφή).53While
some have suggested “Scripture” applies only to the first citation and not the
second,54 the textual evidence indicates that this is a standard double cita-
tion joined with the conjunction καί—a pattern we see in a number of other
double-citationpassages (Matt 5:4;Mark 7:10; Acts 1:20; 1Pet 2:6–7).55 Such con-
siderations led Quinn andWacker to conclude that the authors makes “no dif-
ferentiation” between the two citations and thus the second one “is apparently
to be read as hē graphē.”56 And if this second citation is regarded as “Scripture,”
then it cannot be explained by an appeal to oral tradition; it must be a written
text.57

As forwhatwritten source could explain thismysterious second citation, the
answer is not entirely clear. It could be a Q-like source58 or even the Gospel of
Luke itself.59 Indeed, the words of Jesus in Luke 10:7 are the only known textual
match for our citation.60 Regardless of whether one prefers Luke or Q, what
does seem to be clear is that this second citation is a command of Jesus. The
parallel in 1Cor 9:9–14makes this clear. In this passage, Paul cites the exact same

53 For a more extensive analysis of this text, see Michael J. Kruger, “First Timothy 5:18 and
Early Canon Consciousness: Reconsidering a Problematic Text,” in The Language and Lit-
erature of the New Testament: Essays in Honor of Stanley E. Porter’s 60th Birthday, ed. Lois
K. Fuller Dow, Craig A. Evans, and A.W. Pitts (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 680–700.

54 E.g., J.N.D. Kelly, ACommentary on the Pastoral Epistles (Peabody,MA:Hendrickson, 1960),
126; Martin Dibelius and Hans Conzelmann, The Pastoral Epistles, Hermeneia (Philadel-
phia: Fortress, 1972), 79; and Gordon D. Fee, 1 and 2Timothy, Titus, nibc (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1988), 134.

55 G.W. Knight,The Pastoral Epistles: A Commentary on the GreekText, nigtc (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1992), 234; E. Earle Ellis, Paul’s Use of the Old Testament (Edinburgh: Oliver and
Boyd, 1957), 49–51.

56 Jerome D. Quinn and William C. Wacker, The First and Second Letters to Timothy, ecc
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 462.

57 G. Schrenk, “γραφή,” tdnt 1: 742–773.
58 A.T. Hanson, The Pastoral Epistles, ncbc (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 102; J.S. Mac-

arthur, “On the Significance of ἡ γραφή in 1Timothy v. 18,”ExpT 53 (1941): 37.
59 E.g., J.P. Meier, “The Inspiration of Scripture: ButWhat Counts as Scripture?,”Mid-Stream

38 (1999): 71–78; Knight, Pastoral Epistles, 234; C. Spicq, Saint Paul: Les Épîtres Pastorales,
4th ed. (Paris: Gabalda, 1969), 543; Burton S. Easton, The Pastoral Epistles (London: scm
Press, 1947), 161; B. Paul Wolfe, “The Sagacious Use of Scripture,” in Entrusted with the
Gospel: Paul’s Theology in the Pastoral Epistles, ed. Andreas J. Köstenberger and Terry
L. Wilder (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2010), 199–218.

60 Compare Luke 10:7 (ἄξιος γὰρ ὁ ἐργάτης τοῦ μισθοῦ αὐτοῦ) with 1Tim 5:18b (ἄξιος ὁ ἐργάτης
τοῦ μισθοῦ αὐτοῦ).
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obscure Deut 25:4 text (1Cor 9:9) and then places the teaching of Jesus along-
side it: “In the same way, the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the
gospel should get their living by the gospel” (1Cor 9:14). It is evident that 1Tim
5:18 makes explicit what 1Cor 9:14 kept implicit.61

In both of these passages, then, we find the same two-fold revelatory struc-
ture we have observed thus far, namely ot texts laid alongside the commands
of Jesus (in the case of 1Tim 5:18, even in written form). And if Luke’s Gospel
is in view, then these commands of Jesus are mediated through an apostolic
figure.62

Of course, like 2Peter, there are disputes over the date of the Pastorals. How-
ever, even for those who accept the pseudonymity of 1Timothy,63 the dates
typically center on the early second century,64 still making this another early
data point in the emergence of the nt canon.

2.2.6 2Timothy 4:13
Tucked away at the end of 2Timothy is another curious text that hints at a bi-
covenantal canonical structure, even though the terms “prophets” and “apos-
tles” do not appear. In the final greetings, a request is made to Timothy, “When
you come, bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, also the books,
and above all the parchments” (4:13). It is noteworthy that two different sets
of writings are mentioned, “the books” (τὰ βιβλία) and “the parchments” (τὰς
μεμβράνας).65 There is little doubt that τὰ βιβλία is a reference to ot writings,
probably in the form of scrolls.66 The term μεμβράνας—a transliteration from
the Latin membrana—almost certainly refers to codices of some sort.67 This

61 See fuller discussion in Kruger, “First Timothy 5:18,” 688.
62 Tertullian refers to Luke and Mark as “apostolic men” (Marc. 4.2) even though they were

not apostles.
63 Aclassicworkon thePastorals is P.N.Harrison,TheProblemof thePastoralEpistles (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1921). For a more up-to-date discussion, see Bart D. Ehrman,
Forgery and Counterforgery: The Use of Literary Deceit in Early Christian Polemics (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 192–222.

64 W.G. Kümmel, Introduction to the New Testament (Nashville: Abingdon, 1973), 387.
65 T.C. Skeat, “ ‘Especially the Parchments’: A Note on 2Timothy iv.13,” jts 30 (1979): 173–177,

makes the suggestion that “books” and “parchments” are one in the same, but his view has
enjoyed limited support. For more discussion, see Graham N. Stanton, “Why Were Early
Christians Addicted to the Codex?,” in Jesus and Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2004), 165–191, esp. 177–178.

66 Luke 4:20; Gal 3:10; Heb 9:19; Josephus, Ant. 3.74; 2Clem. 14.2.
67 Harry Y. Gamble, Books and Readers in the Early Church: A History of Early Christian Texts

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 50.

For use by the Author only | © 2021 Koninklijke Brill NV



214 kruger

same Latin term is used by Quintilian68 and Martial69 to refer to parchment
notebooks, that is codices.70 Given the widespread and early Christian pref-
erence for the codex format,71 and given that these writings are distinguished
from the ot books, scholars have suggested that these μεμβράνας probably con-
tained Christian writings of some sort, whether excerpts of Jesus’ teachings,72
Christian testimonia collections,73 or (most plausibly) copies of Paul’s own let-
ters.74

Regardless of the specifics, we have here in this passage another glimpse at
a bi-covenantal structure for Christian revelation, consisting of ot texts laid
directly alongside newer, Christian writings, possibly even Paul’s own letters.

3 The Bi-covenantal Structure in Early Patristic Sources

In the above discussion, we have argued that a two-part revelatory infrastruc-
ture—prophet and apostle—waswoven into the theology of early Christianity
from the very start. If so, we should not be surprised to find that this same theo-
logical structure continues into our earliest patristic sources.We shall examine
some of the key examples here.

3.1 1Clement
Writing at the end of the first century (ca. 96), 1Clement affirms the unparal-
leled authority of the apostles, linking them (again) directly to Jesus and the
deliverance of the “gospel.”75 He writes: “The apostles were given the gospel
for us by the Lord Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ was sent forth from God. Thus
Christ came from God and the apostles from Christ.”76

68 Inst. Or. 10.3.31–32.
69 Epigr. 1.2.
70 C.H. Roberts and T.C. Skeat, The Birth of the Codex (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987),

21–29.
71 For an updated discussion of the Christian preference for the codex, see Hurtado, Earliest

Christian Artifacts, 43–93.
72 Given the discussion above regarding 1Tim 5:18, Luke’s Gospel is a possibility.
73 Martin C. Albl, “And Scripture Cannot Be Broken”: The Formand Function of the Early Chris-

tian Testimonia Collections, NovTSupp 96 (Leiden: Brill, 1999).
74 E.R. Richards, “The Codex and the Early Collection of Paul’s Letters,”bbr 8 (1998): 151–166.
75 A helpful introduction to 1Clement can be found in Andrew F. Gregory, “1Clement: An

Introduction,” in TheWritings of the Apostolic Fathers, ed. Paul Foster, T&T Clark Biblical
Studies (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 21–31.

76 1Clem. 42.1; cf. 1Clem. 5.2.
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Like the other sources above, our author then juxtaposes the authority of the
apostles with that of the prophets. For instance, immediately after explaining
how the apostles delivered authoritative teachings about the governance of the
church,77 the author points out that the ot prophets did the same:

And why should it be so amazing if those who were in Christ and en-
trusted by God with such a work [i.e. the apostles] appointed the leaders
mentioned earlier? For even the most fortunate Moses, a faithful ser-
vant in all the house, recorded in the sacred books (ἱεραῖς βίβλοις) all the
directives that had been given him. And he was followed by all the other
prophets (προφῆται), who together testified to the law he laid down.

1Clem. 43.1–278

Thus, the church has two sources of authority regarding church governance.
The newer pattern laid down by the apostles, and the older pattern laid down
by the prophets (one of which is Moses), specifically in their “sacred books.” As
for whether Clement received the apostolic half of the instruction from oral or
written sources is not easy to ascertain. However, it should be observed that he
did know somewritten apostolic books, including 1Corinthians and Romans,79
and possibly also Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, and Titus.80

3.2 Ignatius
The seven letters that Ignatiuswrote enroute to hismartyrdom (ca. 110) provide
additional insight to the bi-covenantal canonical structure around the turn
of the century.81 It has been well-established that Ignatius held the apostles
in high esteem, recognizing not only their divine authority as spokesmen for
Christ, but as occupying a unique historical position that could not be repli-
cated by later church leaders, including Ignatius himself.82 Not only is Ignatius
not an apostle—“I amnot enjoining you as Peter and Paul did. Theywere apos-

77 1Clem. 42.1–5.
78 Bracketed statement ismy own, indicating that the larger context (1Clem. 42.1–5) is clearly

about the apostles.
79 Andrew F. Gregory, “1Clement and the Writings That Later Formed the New Testament,”

in The Reception of the New Testament in the Apostolic Fathers, ed. Andrew F. Gregory and
Christopher M. Tuckett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 129–157.

80 Metzger, Canon of the New Testament, 42.
81 For ahelpful overviewof Ignatius andhiswritings, seePaul Foster, “TheEpistles of Ignatius

of Antioch,” in TheWritings of the Apostolic Fathers, ed. Paul Foster, 81–107.
82 Charles E. Hill, “Ignatius and the Apostolate,” in Studia Patristica xxxvi, ed.M.F.Wiles and

E.J. Yarnold (Leuven: Peeters, 2001), 226–248.
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tles, I am condemned”83—but he views the apostles as a separate, defined
group plainly associated with God the Father and Jesus Christ.84 Indeed, the
relationship between the Father, Jesus, and the apostles is, for Ignatius, the
heavenly pattern for the relationship between bishops, deacons, and presby-
teries.85 Thus, like 2Pet 3:2, the commands of Jesus and the apostles are closely
linked, “Be eager therefore to stand securely in the decrees of the Lord and the
apostles.”86

Notable for our purposes here, Ignatius also places this apostolic source of
revelation alongside the “prophets” of the ot. He declares, “I flee to the gospel
as to the flesh of Jesus and to the apostles (ἀποστόλοις) as to the presbytery,
and we should also love the prophets (προφήτας) because their proclamation
anticipated the gospel and they hoped in him and awaited him.”87 There is an
uncanny parallel here with 2Pet 3:2 as Ignatius not only mentions both cat-
egories of apostle and prophet, but also links the apostles to Jesus (and the
gospel). For Ignatius, “both the prophets and the apostles preached Christ, and
as such both have the same authority.”88

In a similar fashion, Ignatius also juxtaposes “prophets” and “gospel” as reve-
latory sources. Since the “gospel” is something closely connected to (and deliv-
ered by) the apostles,89 then such passages constitute a parallel phenomenon
to the prophet-apostle pairing observed above.90 For instance, Ignatius encour-
ages believers to “pay attention to the prophets (προφήταις), and especially to
the gospel (εὐαγγελίῳ), in which the passion is clearly shown to us and the res-
urrection is perfected.”91 Similarly, “For the beloved prophets (προφῆται) made

83 Ign. Rom. 4.4; cf. Trall. 3.3.
84 Hill, “Ignatius and theApostolate,” 230. E.g., Ignatius charges the church to encourage their

bishop “for the honor of the Father and of Jesus Christ and of the apostles” (Trall. 12.2).
85 Ignatius, Magn. 6.1; 13.2; Smyrn. 8.1.
86 Ignatius, Magn. 13.1.
87 Ignnatius, Phil. 5.1–2; cf. Phil. 9.2.
88 John Behr, Formation of Christian Theology, Vol. 1: The Way to Nicaea (Crestwood, NY: St.

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), 86.
89 Ignatius Phil. 5.1; Magn. 13.1; Phil. 9.2. See discussion in Lightfoot, The Apostolic Fathers:

Part 2, Ignatius and Polycarp, 3 vols. (London, Macmillan, 1889), 2.260–261; and Schütz.
Anatomy of the Apostolic Authority, 35–83.

90 Bovon argues that the terms “gospel” and “apostle” refer to two halves of the nt canon
(“The Canonical Structure of Gospel and Apostle,” 516–527). However, the evidence ex-
plored in this paper suggests that these two terms largely overlap—the gospel of Jesus is
delivered by the apostles. The terms blend together. Indeed, the canonical Gospels them-
selves were viewed as “apostolic” writings, even those not written directly by apostles
(Justin Martyr, 1 Apol. 66.3; Irenaeus, Haer. 3.11.9; Tertullian, Marc. 4.2).

91 Ignatius, Smyr. 7.2.
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their proclamation looking ahead to him; but the gospel (εὐαγγέλιον) is the fin-
ishedwork that bringsmorality.”92 At one point, Ignatiusmay even contrast old
andnewsets of writings, “For I heard some saying, ‘If I don’t find it in the ancient
records (ἀρχεῖοις), then I don’t believe [it is] in the gospel (εὐαγγελίῳ).’ ”93 If
εὐαγγελίῳ refers to a written Gospel here, then we have a clear two-part canon
in view.94 Though the precise terminology varies, all these passages still reveal
the same bi-covenantal structure to the unfolding of God’s revelation.95

Although is not clear whether the apostolic teaching to which Ignatius had
access is oral or written,96 the following observations can be made: we know
that apostolic writings were already in circulation by this time period; Ignatius
shows knowledge of some written apostolic texts, most notably some Pauline
letters aswell asMatthewand John;97 and Ignatius refers to the teachings of the
apostleswithwords typically reserved forwritten text (“decrees” [δόγμασιν] and
“injunctions” [διαταγμάτων]).98 Such considerations led Lightfoot to argue that
the term “apostles” in Ignatius refers to “some authoritativewritings of the New
Testament.”99

92 Ignatius, Phil. 9.2; cf. Smyr. 5.1.
93 Ignatius, Phil. 8.2. Bracketed words are my own. See further discussion in Charles E. Hill,

“Ignatius, ‘The Gospel,’ and the Gospels,” in Trajectories Through the New Testament and
the Apostolic Fathers, ed. Andrew F. Gregory and Christopher M. Tuckett (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005), 267–285.

94 For more on this passage, see Michael D. Goulder, “Ignatius’ ‘Docetists,’ ” vc 53 (1999): 16–
30.

95 Another example of this variation in canonical language can be found in the second-
century Epistle to Diognetus: “Then the fear of the law is sung, the grace of the prophets
is made known, the faith of the Gospels is established, the tradition of the apostles is
guarded, and the grace of the church leaps for joy” (Diogn. 11.6).

96 For an argument that Ignatius’ “gospel” was written, see Goulder, “Ignatius’ ‘Docetists,’ ”
16–30.

97 Discussion of Ignatius’ “canon” can be found in Paul Foster, “The Epistles of Ignatius of
Antioch and theWritings That Later Formed the New Testament,” in The Reception of the
NewTestament in the Apostolic Fathers, ed. Andrew F. Gregory and ChristopherM. Tuckett
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 159–186;W. Inge, “Ignatius,” inTheNewTestament
and the Apostolic Fathers, ed. A Committee of the Oxford Society of Historical Theology
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1905), 61–83; and Robert M. Grant, “Scripture and Tradition in St.
Ignatius of Antioch,” cbq 25 (1963): 322–335. For a more negative appraisal of what books
Ignatius knew, seeMatthewW.Mitchell, “In the Footsteps of Paul: Scriptural andApostolic
Authority in Ignatius of Antioch,” jecs 14 (2006): 27–45.

98 E.g., Ignatius,Magn. 13.1;Trall. 7.1. Further discussion inHill, “Ignatius and theApostolate,”
234–240.

99 Lightfoot, Apostolic Fathers, 2.2.260 (emphasis his).
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3.3 Polycarp
As a disciple of the apostle John,100 a friend of Papias,101 and a mentor to
Irenaeus,102 Polycarp was well-positioned to inform us about the state of the
canon by the turn of the century.103 Writing ca. 110, he affirmed that the apos-
tles have a distinct, separate authority—higher than even a bishop like himself:
“For neither I nor anyone like me is able to replicate the wisdom of the blessed
and glorious Paul.”104 In addition, Polycarp knows of written apostolic texts,
including a Pauline letter collection,105 1Peter and 1John,106 and likely some of
the Synoptic Gospels.107

For Polycarp, this authoritative apostolic deposit does not stand alone, but
alongside the “prophets”:

And sowe should serve as his [Christ’s] slaveswith reverential fear and all
respect, just as he commanded, as did the apostles (ἀπόστολοι) who pro-
claimed the gospel to us and the prophets (προφῆται) who preached, in
advance, the coming of our Lord.

Phil. 6.3

This remarkable passage shares several features in commonwith 2Pet 3:2: apos-
tle and prophets are a two-fold source of revelation; the prophets represent an
older, prior stage of revelation (“preached in advance”); and the apostles are
linked to what Jesus “commanded” (and to the “gospel”).

100 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.20.4–7.
101 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.33.4.
102 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.33.4.
103 For an introduction to Polycarp, see Michael W. Holmes, “Polycarp of Smyrna, Epistle to

the Philippians,” in TheWritings of the Apostolic Fathers, ed. Paul Foster, T&T Clark Biblical
Studies (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 108–125.

104 Phil. 3.2. Polycarp appears to know the teachings of several apostles beyond Paul (Phil. 6.3,
9.1).

105 Polycarp refers to plural “letters” of Paul (Phil. 3.2), quotes Ephesians as “Scripture” (Phil.
12.1), and shows knowledge of Romans, 1Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians,
and 1 and 2Timothy. Formore, see Paul Hartog, Polycarp and theNewTestament: TheOcca-
sion, Rhetoric, Theme, and Unity of the Epistle to the Philippians and Its Allusions to New
Testament Literature, wunt 134 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 195.

106 Hartog, Polycarp, 267.
107 Phil. 2.3, 7.2. See discussion in P.V.M. Benecke, “The Epistle of Polycarp,” in The New Testa-

ment in theApostolic Fathers, ed. ACommittee of theOxford Society of HistoricalTheology
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1905), 84–104, 103. Of course, even if Polycarp did know the Synoptic
Gospels, it is unclear whether he regarded them as apostolic writings.
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3.4 2Clement
The second epistle attributed to Clement is quite different than the first—
possibly an early Christian homily and published around the middle of the
second century—suggesting they do not share the same author.108 Regardless,
it does share the samebi-covenantal authority structure.Whenarguing that the
church was not a new institution, the author appeals to two primary author-
ities: “And, as you know, the books (τὰ βιβλία) and the apostles (οἱ ἀπόστολοι)
indicate that the church has not come into being just now, but has existed from
the beginning.”109 Thus, we see again that the new stage of revelation is des-
ignated as the “apostles” while the older stage, similar to 2Tim 4:18, is called
“the books,” an obvious reference to the ot writings. Of this passage, Lightfoot
observes, “This is a rough synonym for the Old and New Testaments respec-
tively.”110

It is disputed whether 2Clement had access to this apostolic teaching
through written sources.111 However, there are a number of places where it
seems likely that 2Clement drew upon the Gospels of Matthew and Luke,112
and possibly Ephesians and Hebrews,113 though we cannot know whether he
regarded these writings as apostolic in nature.

3.5 JustinMartyr
Writing toward the middle of the second century (ca. 150–160),114 the philoso-
pher-theologian JustinMartyr spoke plainly about the role and authority of the

108 For an introduction, see Paul Parvis, “2Clement and theMeaning of the ChristianHomily,”
inTheWritingsof theApostolic Fathers, ed. Paul Foster,T&TClarkBiblical Studies (London:
T&T Clark, 2007), 32–41. Eusebius himself seems to doubt the authenticity of 2Clement
(Hist. eccl. 3.38.4).

109 2Clem. 14.2. Ehrman’s translation offers “the books” as an alternate translation.
110 Lightfoot, Apostolic Fathers, 1.2.245.
111 For further discussion, see Andrew F. Gregory andChristopherM. Tuckett, “2Clement and

the Writings That Later Formed the New Testament,” in The Reception of the New Testa-
ment in the Apostolic Fathers, ed. Andrew F. Gregory and Christopher M. Tuckett (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005), 251–292; and J.V. Bartlet, A.J. Carlyle, and P.V.M. Benecke,
“2Clement,” in The NewTestament in the Apostolic Fathers, ed. A Committee of the Oxford
Society of Historical Theology (Oxford: Clarendon, 1905), 124–136.

112 Most notable is 2Clem. 2.4: “And also another Scripture says, ‘I did not come to call the
upright, but sinners’ ” (cf. Matt 9:13; Mark 2:17; Luke 5:32). Gregory and Tuckett comment,
“Some dependence on Matthew (direct or indirect) seems to be the most likely explana-
tion of the evidence here” (“2Clement,” 255).

113 E.g., 2Clem. 14.22 (Eph 1:22; 5:23); 2Clem. 11.6 (Heb 10:23).
114 A broad overview of Justin’s life, writings, and theology can be found in Sara Parvis and

Paul Foster, eds., Justin Martyr and HisWorlds (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007).
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apostles.115The apostleswere theoriginal followers of Jesus,116 given the author-
ity to proclaim God’s Word,117 functioned as the mouthpiece of Christ,118 and,
most importantly, wrote authoritative books called “gospels,”119 also known as
the “memoirs of the apostles.”120 Included in these memoirs was certainly the
three Synoptics,121 and possibly John as well.122 In fact, Justin referred to the
memoirs as “drawn up by His apostles and those who followed them”123—
language that might reasonably refer to the canonical four.124

What is most noteworthy here is that Justin affirms the authority of these
memoirs alongside the ot prophets:

Andon theday called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather
together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of
the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the reader has
ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of
these good things.

1 Apol. 67125

This fascinating glimpse at early Christian worship solidifies the pattern seen
thus far: apostles and prophets stand side by side—a bi-covenantal revelation
from God. And both forms of revelation are clearly in written form. More-
over, the apostolic writings have now taken such a precedent that the standard
order is reversed; for Justin, the apostolic writings come even before the ot
prophets.126 In thisway, Justin is able to affirm the primacy of the new covenant

115 Oskar Skarsaune, “Justin and His Bible,” in Justin Martyr and His Worlds, ed. Sara Parvis
and Paul Foster, (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 53–76, 68–71.

116 1 Apol. 50.12.
117 1 Apol. 39.3; 53.3.
118 1 Apol. 42.4.
119 1 Apol. 66.3.
120 1 Apol. 67.3.
121 Dial. 100.1; 103.8; 106.3–4.
122 1 Apol. 35.7; 46.2; Dial. 88.7; 105.1. See fuller argument for John’s inclusion in Charles E. Hill,

“Was John’s Gospel among Justin’s Apostolic Memoirs?,” in Justin Martyr and HisWorlds,
ed. Sara Parvis and Paul Foster (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 88–94.

123 Dial. 103.
124 Graham N. Stanton, “The Fourfold Gospel,”nts 43 (1997): 317–346.
125 English translations of the Ante-Nicene Fathers, unless otherwise noted, are taken from

A. Roberts and J. Donaldson, eds., The Ante-Nicene Fathers (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson,
1885).

126 Farkasfalvy, “Prophets and Apostles,” 123–124.
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over and against Judaism, and, at the same time, affirm the abiding legitimacy
of the ot over and against Marcionism.127

This same pattern is exhibited elsewhere in Justin: “We, having believed
God’s voice spoken by the apostles of Christ, and promulgated to us by the
prophets, have renounced even to death all the things of the world.”128 Here
we see that both forms of revelation—apostles and prophets—plainly exhibit
“God’s voice.” Similarly, Justin affirms that Christians will endure the last days
by remembering what they learned from these same two sources of revelation:
“Christians … having learned the true worship of God from the law, and the
word which went forth from Jerusalem by means of the apostles of Jesus, have
fled for safety to the God of Jacob.”129

3.6 TheMuratorian Fragment
Written ca. 180, the Muratorian fragment constitutes our earliest canonical
list.130Approximately twenty-twoof our twenty-sevenntwritings are affirmed:
the four gospels, thirteen epistles of Paul, 1 and 2John, Jude, and Revelation.131
Towards the end of the list, the author rejects the canonicity of the Shepherd
of Hermas, arguing it cannot be read publicly like Scripture: “It cannot be read
publicly to the people in the church either among the prophets whose number
is complete or among the apostles for it is after [their] time” (lines 78–80).132
The language here fits remarkably well with that of Justin observed above.
According to the Muratorian fragment, the public reading of Scripture was
drawn from two (and only two) sources: the prophets and the apostles. Since
the Shepherd is from neither source, it cannot be regarded as Scripture. Thus,
the bi-covenantal structure of the canon was so well-established by this point

127 Farkasfalvy, “Prophets and Apostles,” 124.
128 Dial. 119.6. See also 1 Apol. 49: “For the Jews having the prophecies, and being always in

expectation of the Christ to come, did not recognize Him … But the Gentiles, who had
never heard anything about Christ, until the apostles set out from Jerusalemandpreached
concerning Him, and gave them the prophecies, were filled with joy and faith” (cf. 1 Apol.
53).

129 Dial. 110. In this context, “law” appears to refer to the entirety of the ot witness.
130 Though the date of the fragment has been disputed, the late second-century date has not

been dislodged: JosephVerheyden, “The CanonMuratori: AMatter of Dispute,” inThe Bib-
lical Canons, ed. J.-M.Auwers andH.J. de Jonge, betl 163 (Leuven: LeuvenUniversity Press,
2003), 487–556. For a defense of the later date, see G.M. Hahneman, TheMuratorian Frag-
ment and the Development of the Canon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992).

131 There is some speculation that all three Johannine letters are implied in the list: Peter
Katz, “The Johannine Epistles in the Muratorian Canon,” jts 8, no. 2 (1957): 273–274.

132 English translation fromMetzger, Canon of the New Testament, 307.
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that it could even function as a method of exclusion.133 Books that did not fit
within the structure were rejected.

3.7 Irenaeus
Irenaeus, the bishop of Lyons in the late second-century, was a towering figure
in early Christianity.134 His nt canon was quite extensive, including the four
Gospels, Acts, Paul’s letters (except Philemon), Hebrews, James, 1Peter, 1 and
2John, and Revelation.135 For Irenaeus, the apostles held a preeminent place;
they were the source of the one true faith,136 spoke by the power of the Holy
Spirit,137 delivered the message of Jesus,138 and handed down that message in
their own written Scriptures.139

In addition, Irenaeus repeatedly places the authority of the apostles along-
side the authority of the prophets, plainly affirming a bi-covenantal canonical
structure. Indeed, so commonplace was this structure within Irenaeus’ writ-
ings, that his testimony functions as a fitting capstone—even a crescendo of
sorts—to the lengthy and well-documented prophet-apostle pattern we have
traced all the way back to the nt writings themselves.

In a classic formulation, Irenaeus describes the authority of the apostles:

We have learned from none others the plan of our salvation, than from
those through whom the Gospel has come down to us, which they did
at one time proclaim in public, and, at a later period, by the will of God,
handed down to us in the Scriptures, to be the ground and pillar of our
faith.

Haer. 3.1.1

Then he juxtaposes these apostles with the prophets: “These [apostles] have all
declared to us that there is one God, Creator of heaven and earth, announced
by the law and the prophets.”140

133 Hans von Campenhausen, The Formation of the Christian Bible (London: Adam& Charles
Black, 1972), 254.

134 For an overview Irenaeus, see Robert M. Grant, Irenaeus of Lyons (London: Routledge,
1997); a detailed analysis of his thought can be found in Eric Osborn, Irenaeus of Lyons
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).

135 Metzger, Canon of the New Testament, 154–155.
136 Haer. 1.10.1. For more, see Behr,Way to Nicaea, 17–48.
137 Haer. 3.1.1; Epid. 41.
138 Haer. 1.8.1; 1.27.2; 4.35.2.
139 Haer. 3.1.1; 3.5.1; 3.11.9.
140 Haer. 3.1.2.
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In refutations of heretical groups, Irenaeus often appeals to these same
two authorities: “This calumny, then, of these men, having been quashed, it is
clearly proved that neither theprophets nor the apostles did ever nameanother
God, or call [him] Lord, except the true and onlyGod.”141 For Irenaeus, heretical
teachings are ruled out precisely because they do not appear in either of the
recognized authorities. Elsewhere Irenaeus employs the same method: “And
others again reject the coming of the Son of God and the dispensation of His
incarnation, which the apostles delivered and the prophets declared before-
hand.”142 Again, heretical teaching is identified as that which does not square
with the teaching delivered through the apostles and prophets.

And when Irenaeus positively presents the core teachings of the Christian
faith, he appeals to the same bi-covenantal structure:

Read with earnest care that Gospel which has been conveyed to us by the
apostles, and read with earnest care the prophets, and you will find that
thewhole conduct, and all the doctrine, and all the sufferings of our Lord,
were predicted through them.

Haer. 4.34.1

But if, at His advent, He sent forth His own apostles in the spirit of truth,
and not in that of error, He did the very same also in the case of the
prophets.

Haer. 4.35.2

The Lord, therefore, who has called us everywhere by the apostles, is He
who called those of old by the prophets.

Haer. 4.36.5

Then I have pointed out the truth, and shown the preaching of the
Church, which the prophets proclaimed (as I have already demonstrated),
but which Christ brought to perfection, and the apostles have handed
down.

Haer. 5 (preface)

Irenaeus expands his terminology at various points, especially when dealing
with false teachers, often adding “Lord” alongside the term “apostles”:

141 Haer. 3.8.1.
142 Epid. 99.
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For what sort of conduct would it be, were we to forsake the utterances of
the prophets, of the Lord, and of the apostles, that we might give heed to
these persons, who speak not a word of sense?

Haer. 2.2.5

Such, then, is their system, which neither the prophets announced, nor
the Lord taught, nor the apostles delivered, but of which they boast that
beyond all others they have a perfect knowledge. They gather their views
from other sources than the Scriptures.

Haer. 1.8.1

Neither the prophets, nor the apostles, nor the Lord Christ in His own
person, did acknowledge any other Lord or God, but the God and Lord
supreme.

Haer. 3.9.1

Our Lord Jesus Christ being one and the same, as He Himself the Lord
doth testify, as the apostles confess, and as the prophets announce.

Haer. 3.17.4

Both the Lord, then, and the apostles announce as the one only God
the Father, Him who gave the law, who sent the prophets, who made all
things.

Haer. 4.36.6

There aremanymorepassages that couldbe considered, but these are sufficient
to demonstrate a remarkable commitment by Irenaeus to this long-standing
two-fold authority structure of prophet and apostle (and sometimes Lord).143
And, like JustinMartyr, both sources of authority are clearlymanifest inwritten
texts.

4 Implications of a Bi-covenantal Structure in Early Christianity

The above survey of first and second-century sources has demonstrated that
Christians, from the very earliest time, conceived of God’s revelation to his peo-
ple as has having twodistinct (but interrelated) phases: an older phase revealed

143 Other examples include: Haer. 1.3.6; 2.28.7; 2.30.9; 3.19.2.
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by the “prophets” and a newer stage about Christ revealed by the “apostles.”
This theological structure appears to have been deeply embedded in the dna
of early Christianity and thus has a number of implications for how we under-
stand the emergence of the nt canon.

First, this theological framework anticipates theoverall structureof thebibli-
cal canon.Whatever new revelational deposit the apostles would deliver about
Jesus, it could not be severed from the earlier deposit through the prophets. The
two stages of revelation were bound inextricably together. Since the prophets
“promised beforehand” (Rom 1:2) the coming of Jesus, the ot Scriptures were
an essential part of the “good news” (Rom 1:1). Thus, Marcion’s attempt to cut
away theot failed not only because the later church rejected it, but because the
theological commitment to the prophets was already embedded in the gospel
message from the start. The battle over the otwas decided asmuch by intrinsic
factors as extrinsic ones.

Second, this theological framework goes a long way towards explaining
why we have a nt canon at all. The earliest Christians, from the very start,
were remarkably unified in viewing the apostles has having the highest of
authority—indeed, the very authority of Christ himself. But, it is notmerely the
existence of such authority that is noteworthy, but the manner in which that
authority is consistently and repeatedly laid alongside existing scriptural writ-
ings of the prophets, forming a tight, bi-covenantal unit. It is this combination
of prophets and apostles that is the definitive factor. Put differently, the earliest
Christians recognized not only that the apostles had authority, but that they
had the kind of authority that now stands alongside the ot. Thus, as soon as
the apostles began to write books, it is not difficult to imagine a second/newer
canon forming naturally alongside the first.

Third, this theological framework provides an explanation for why our nt
collection, at least in broad terms, ended up with the books that it did. Of
course, this is not to suggest that this early bi-covenantal infrastructure could
have anticipated precisely the 27-book canon we now possess. However, there
are good reasons to think it would have anticipated a nt that was composed of
books that had a reasonable claim to be “apostolic.” And that would have gone
a long way towards explaining why we ended up with certain books and not
others. Indeed, this is the very reason that the Muratorian fragment rejected
the Shepherd of Hermas, because it did not appear “either among the prophets
whose number is complete or among the apostles for it is after [their] time”
(lines 78–80).

In thisway, then, the prophet-apostle infrastructure shows that the canon, in
a sense, was “closed” from the very start. Sure, the debates and discussions over
certain books continued for centuries. But, from the beginning, the churchwas
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already committed to accepting books, and only those books, that were part of
the “prophets” or the “apostles.”
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