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WHO SELECTED THE CANON?: 
DOES “THE WATCHTOWER” TELL US THE WHOLE STORY? 

Doug Mason
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At pages 27 to 29 of its article Does the Bible Tell Us the Whole Story About Jesus? “The 

Watchtower” of April 1, 2010 discusses the subject: “Who Selected the Canon?”
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 Does “The Watchtower” tell the whole story on who selected the Canon? 

 Does it tell the whole story from the scholars that it quotes? 

Does “The Watchtower” tell the whole story of who selected the Canon? 

The term Canon means a list. The distinction between “Canon” and “Scripture” must be clearly 

understood. A writing may be considered to be Scripture without any need for a Canon (list). 

Although the New Testament writers cited their Hebrew Scriptures, there was no Hebrew Canon 

when the NT writings were being composed. Thus a Scripture does not need a Canon, whereas a 

Canon needs Scriptures. The canon of the Hebrew Scriptures known as the Tanakh is totally different 

to the canon of the Christian’s Hebrew Scriptures known as the Old Testament. 

When considering whether a writing should be accepted as Scripture, the early Church considered 

factors such as the presumed source of a writing and whether its contents were “orthodox” [right 

belief] – that is, whether it agreed with what the Church was already teaching. 

Strange as it may seem, even today there is no universally accepted list of Christian Scriptures. The 

Canon list that the Watch Tower Society accepts is taken from Protestant Christendom. That list is 

accepted on the basis of Tradition, not from a binding vote, whereas the Roman Catholic Church 

voted on their Canon at the Council of Trent in the 16th century. Protestants do not accept the Roman 

Catholic Canon, the canon of the Greek Orthodox Church [their canon was established in 1950], the 

canon of the Ethiopian Church, and so on. 

The Watchtower’s claim for a first-century Canon 

The Watchtower article claims that the decision on the Canon was made by first-century Christians by 

members of the Christian congregation of the early decades who possessed “superhuman ability”. The 

article claims that the writers of the second century did not establish the canon. 

Was it merely those humble first-century Christians who selected the canon? … 

One of the miraculous gifts of the spirit that were given in the early decades of the 

Christian congregation was “discernment of inspired utterances.” … Some of those 

Christians were given a superhuman ability to discern the difference between 

sayings that were truly inspired. … The canon was established at an early stage. … 

From the latter part of the second century C.E., some writers commented on the 

canonicity of the Bible books. These writers, however, did not establish the canon; 

(The Watchtower, April 1, 2010, page 28. Bold added) 

The Watchtower says that second century writers did not establish the canon (list) and it is keen to 

assign that role to an “early stage”, to “the early decades”, to a select number of superhuman first-

century Christians. However, as its chart at page 303 of its publication, “All Scripture is Inspired of 

God” shows, deliberations on the Canon were still taking place in the 4th century. At the conclusion 

of this writing, I provide a commentary on the chart. These pages come from my Study
3
 at: 

http://www.jwstudies.com/Why_Does_WTS_Accept_Christendoms_Scriptures.pdf 
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 The full passage in The Watchtower is provided at page 6 of this Study 

3
 Chapter 3 of that Study is relevant. 
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Does the Watchtower tell the whole story about its two scholars? 

In this Watchtower article, the Society cites two scholars as support. 

 “Professor of Church History Oskar Skarsaune” 

 “Ken Berding, an associate professor whose field of study is the Christian Greek Scriptures”. 

Does the Watchtower tell the whole story about Professor Oskar Skarsaune? 

The Watchtower article quotes Oskar Skarsaune in this manner: 

Which writings that were to be included in the New Testament, and which were not, 

was never decided upon by any church council or by any single person. . . The criteria 

were quite open and very sensible: Writings from the first century C.E. that were 

regarded as written by apostles or by their fellow workers were regarded as reliable. 

Other writings, letters, or ‘gospels’ that were written later were not included. . . This 

process was essentially completed a long time before Constantine and a long time 

before his church of power had been established. It was the church of martyrs, not the 

church of power, that gave us the New Testament. (The Watchtower, April 1, 2010, 

page 28) 

Two matters immediately stand out 

1. No acknowledgement of where the Watchtower obtained the Professor’s words. 

2. Two places where words have been omitted, which are indicated with three dots like this: …  

The source of Professor Skarsaune’s words 

Following enquiries with the Society, it provided the original 29-page Norwegian article which, as the 

Professor later advised, had been removed from the Norwegian Theological website in 2014 when the 

site was restructured. The Society advised that the text used in the 2010 Watchtower article appears at 

page 23 of the Professor’s article. In its letter of February 29, 2016, the Christian Congregation of 

Jehovah’s Witnesses, Patterson, NY, wrote: 

In your letter dated February 7, 2016, you ask for the source of the statement by 

Professor Oskar Skarsaune on pages 27 and 28 of The Watchtower of April 1, 2010. 

The quotation is a translation of a passage in an article in Norwegian entitled "'Den 

mest rystende aysloringen de siste 2000 arene': Fra Da Vinci-koden til Den Hellige 

Gral" ("The Most Shocking Disclosure During the Last 2000 Years': From the Da 

Vinci Code to the Holy Grail"), by Professor Oskar Skarsaune. The article was 

published on the website of the Norwegian School of Theology and can be found at 

www.mf.no/dokumenter/aktuelt/DaVinci.pdf. The section that was quoted is on page 

23 of the attached copy. 

Professor Skarsaune’s response to the Watchtower quotation 

The following is the complete and unedited text of Professor Skarsaune’s response to the Watchtower 

article. He provided this without any prompting, thereby indicating his true feeling. 

Dear Doug Mason! 

This explains the mystery: The quoted article was only published electronically on the 

Home-page of the MF Norwegian School of Theology around 2005, and was 

downloadable until 2014, when it was removed (due to reconstruction of the Home-

page). 

I here insert the English translation quoted in the Watchtower, and interpolate the 

missing text in my own English translation. MY INSERTIONS ARE IN CAPITALS, 

so as to be easily recognized. 
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“Which writings that were to be included in the New Testament, and which 

were not, was never decided upon by any church council or by any single 

person, BUT WERE THE RESULT OF A PROCESS IN WHICH SEVERAL 

CONGREGATIONS IN ALL AREAS OF THE CHURCH TOOK PART, 

AND [IN THIS PROCESS] the criteria were quite open [MEANING: 

OPENLY STATED] and very sensible: Writings from the first century C.E. 

that were regarded as written by apostles or by their fellow workers were 

regarded as reliable. Other writings, letters, or ‘gospels’ that were written later 

were not included, WHETHER THEY AGREED IN CONTENT WITH THE 

NEW TESTAMENT OR NOT. This process was essentially completed a long 

time before Constantine and a long time before his “church of power” had been 

established. It was the church of martyrs, not the church of power, that gave us 

the New Testament.” 

As you will notice, the first omission is significant. The WT author claims that not 

only was the NT writings written in the first century AD (I agree), but the canon was 

also selected already in that century, in the “early decades” of the Christian 

community (i.e. ca. 30–50/60 AD?). The words omitted from my text show that I do 

not think the canon as we now know it was established in the first century, rather 

during the second, and that we speak of an extended process rather than a first-

generation decision during a few years. By the first omission, my disagreement with 

the WT author is made to disappear. 

It will help you understand my text when I also translate the first part of the 

Norwegian text, the part before the quotation in WT begins: 

“The reality is that neither Constantine nor the Council at Nicaea had anything to do 

with the selection of which writings should be included in the New Testament. The 

authors [of Holy Blood, Holy Grail] betray that they are not even themselves quite 

sure about this, because on p. 399 they happen to claim that the Church Father 

Irenaeus decided the New Testament canon in the 180ies AD. This last statement is at 

least somewhat closer to the historical reality, but it is not entirely correct…” 

The last part of the Norwegian text says approximately this in English: 

“And the martyr church had no centralized body of authority that could destroy and 

suppress alternative writings. Which alternative writings existed in the second and 

third centuries AD is something that we know quite well. None of these writings 

contains anything concerning alleged physical descendants of Jesus.” [I was 

constantly aiming at the wild theories propounded in Holy Blood, Holy Grail]. 

I hope this clarifies things. A Norwegian Jehovah Witness quoted me as saying that 

“the Nicene Creed had transformed the original message of Jesus into a piece of 

Hellenistic philosophical metaphysics.” What he failed to mention, was that this was 

my report on the opinion of the German historian of the Early Church, Adolf von 

Harnack, and that my next passage after this quote began like this: “This, however, is 

not my opinion.” By such quotation techniques one can be made to say anything! 

Yours truly, 

Oskar Skarsaune 
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Does the Watchtower tell the whole story about Ken Berding? 

The Watchtower article cites Associate Professor Ken Berding: 

Ken Berding, an associate professor whose field of study is the Christian Greek 

Scriptures, gives this comment about how the canon emerged: “The church did not 

establish a canon of its choosing; it is more proper to speak of the church recognizing 

the books that Christians had always considered to be an authoritative Word from 

God.” 

Again the Watchtower article failed to disclose the source. The sentence appears at the Summary of 

the article, “How Did the New Testament Canon Come Together?” (Sundoulos - Spring 2007, by Ken 

Berding), so his article is pertinent to the subject matter presented in the Watchtower. 

Keep in mind that the Watchtower article claims that a select group of first-century Christians was 

responsible for identifying the canon (the list of sacred Scriptures). Berding, however, writes that the 

Christians: “simply acknowledged the books that were apostolic and orthodox”. In other words, they 

accepted writings because they were penned during the apostolic period and their contents agreed 

with what they had determined was orthodox (“right belief”). An apostolic writing was accepted 

because it fitted with what they believed; the situation was not reversed. That is, they did not fit their 

teachings to what the writings said. Rather, they accepted writings because of what they believed. 

Ken Berding’s article 

For the purpose of clarification, Berding divides the early church history into seven stages. The 

following quotations are excerpts from his article. The full text is available online.
4
 

Stage 1: 30s-50s 

After Jesus’ resurrection, the stories about Jesus and his teachings were passed along 

orally. … From the very beginning, orthodox Christians accepted three streams of 

authority: 1) the Jewish Scriptures (Old Testament), 2) the teachings of the Lord, and 

3) the teachings of the apostles. 

Stage 2: 50s-70s 

During this period, the first written documents of the apostolic circle (e.g., Paul, 

James, Peter) mediated the authoritative instruction of these apostles to particular 

congregations or groups of congregations. Soon, the first written gospels (Mark, 

Matthew, Luke) and Acts were written down. … There is a self-authentication 

represented in these writings that is tied to the authority of the apostles. 

Stage 3: 70s-90s 

Even though written records now existed, the oral teaching of Jesus continued to play 

an important role. 

Stage 4: 90s – 150s 

By the end of the first century and beyond, although there were still a few around who 

felt connected to the apostolic period and who valued the orally-mediated teachings of 

Jesus, written documents played an increasingly important role for Christians. 

Christians began extensively using the new technology of the day, the codex (book) 

format, rather than scrolls. 

… During this period of the “apostolic fathers,”
5
 there is evidence that Paul’s letters 

were already circulating as a collection and were regularly being referred to by 

Christians authoritatively, as were other writings of the apostles. Separately, the four 
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5
 The “apostolic fathers” are the first set of Christian literature written after the apostolic age. Normally included 

in this collection are: 1 Clement, 2 Clement, seven letters of Ignatius, Polycarp’s letter(s) to the Philippians, The 

Martyrdom of Polycarp, The Didache, The Letter of “Barnabas”, The Shepherd of Hermas, The Letter to 

Diognetus, and fragments from Papias. 

http://www.talbot.edu/sundoulos/spring-2007/lead-article/
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Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) were probably already circulating together 

at this time. 

Stage 5: 150s-200s 

The New Testament, containing the same 27 books as are found in our New 

Testament (though in a slightly different order than they are presently arranged), was 

published at some point in the middle of the second century.
6
 … 

This does not mean that questions were not sometimes raised about particular books; 

it does mean that the 27 book collection circulated widely from this point forward.
7
 

… By the end of the second century, the four Gospels, Acts, all thirteen of Paul’s 

letters, 1 Peter and 1 John were fully accepted everywhere. It should not escape our 

notice that these documents about which there was no doubt comprise 86% of our 

present New Testament.
8
 

Stage 6: 200s-360s 

Probably the best way to understand the third and fourth centuries is to view the 

canon as substantially in place, with questions arising occasionally about individual 

books. … It seems that the twenty-seven books of our New Testament were widely 

circulating – sometimes together – during this century and beyond. … 

It should be remembered in this regard that before Constantine, there were no church 

councils. 

Stage 7: 360s onward 

Although complete lists of the twenty-seven books of our New Testament may have 

existed earlier, the first extant list of these books that has no additions or deletions is 

Athanasius’s thirty-ninth festal letter (ca. 367). Most lists henceforth included the 

same books with the exception of Revelation which is not found on a number of lists 

from the church in the East. 

Summary 

The teachings of the Lord and his apostles were considered self-authenticating and 

authoritative from the days they were first spoken/written. … The church did not 

establish a canon of its choosing; it is more proper to speak of the church recognizing 

the books that Christians had always considered to be an authoritative Word from 

God. 
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“Does the Bible Tell Us the Whole Story About Jesus?” 
The Watchtower, April 1, 2010, 

 

Who Selected the Canon? 

Some authors have claimed that the canon of the Christian Greek Scriptures was chosen 

centuries after the fact by a church that was an established power under the direction of the 

Emperor Constantine. However, the facts show otherwise. 

For example, note what Professor of Church History Oskar Skarsaune states: “Which 

writings that were to be included in the New Testament, and which were not, was never 

decided upon by any church council or by any single person. … The criteria were quite open 

and very sensible: Writings from the first century C.E. that were regarded as written by 

apostles or by their fellow workers were regarded as reliable. Other writings, letters, or 

‘gospels’ that were written later were not included. … This process was essentially 

completed a long time before Constantine and a long time before his church of power had 

been established. It was the church of martyrs, not the church of power, that gave us the 

New Testament.” 

Ken Berding, an associate professor whose field of study is the Christian Greek Scriptures, 

gives this comment about how the canon emerged: “The church did not establish a canon of 

its choosing; it is more proper to speak of the church recognizing the books that Christians 

had always considered to be an authoritative Word from God.” 

However, was it merely those humble first-century Christians who selected the canon? 

The Bible tells us that something far more important—and powerful—was at work. 

According to the Bible, one of the miraculous gifts of the spirit that were given in the early 

decades of the Christian congregation was “discernment of inspired utterances.” (1 

Corinthians 12:4, 10) So some of those Christians were given a superhuman ability to 

discern the difference between sayings that were truly inspired by God and those that 

were not. Christians today may thus be confident that the Scriptures included in the Bible 

were recognized as inspired. 

Evidently, then, the canon was established at an early stage under the guidance of holy 

spirit. From the latter part of the second century C.E., some writers commented on the 

canonicity of the Bible books. These writers, however, did not establish the canon; they 

merely testified to what God had already accepted through his representatives, who 

were guided by his spirit. 

Ancient manuscripts also provide compelling evidence to support the canon that is generally 

accepted today. There are more than 5,000 manuscripts of the Greek Scriptures in the 

original language, including some from the second and third centuries. It was these writings, 

not the apocryphal writings, that were regarded as authoritative during the early centuries 

C.E. and therefore were copied and widely distributed. 

However, the internal evidence is the most important proof of canonicity. The canonical 

writings are in harmony with “the pattern of healthful words” that we find in the rest of the 

Bible. (2 Timothy 1:13) They urge readers to love, worship, and serve Jehovah, and they 

warn against superstition, demonism, and creature worship. They are historically accurate 

and contain true prophecy. And they encourage readers to love their fellow humans. The 

books of the Christian Greek Scriptures have such distinctive marks. Do the apocryphal 

writings measure up? 

[bold added by Doug Mason for emphasis] 

 

http://wol.jw.org/en/wol/bc/r1/lp-e/2010253/6/0
http://wol.jw.org/en/wol/bc/r1/lp-e/2010253/6/0
http://wol.jw.org/en/wol/bc/r1/lp-e/2010253/6/1
http://wol.jw.org/en/wol/bc/r1/lp-e/2010253/7/0
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This Study considers the article “Who Selected the Canon?” in The Watchtower, April 1, 2010, pages 

27 to 29, and it asks: 

 Does “The Watchtower” tell the whole story on who selected the Canon? 

 Does “The Watchtower” tell the whole story from scholars? 

A canon is a list. Scriptures exist without the need for a canon. While the Christian Scriptures may 

have been written during the first century, this does not mean a canon was formed at that time. 

Without providing any objective evidence, the Watchtower magazine claims that the canon was 

formed by first-century Christians. Neither scholar that it cites supports the Society’s position. 

Professor Oskar Skarsaune 

When it quotes Professor Oskar Skarsaune’s article, the Watchtower omits those words from the 

original that contradict the conclusion it wants to arrive at. Professor Skarsaune writes: 

The first omission is significant. The WT author claims that not only was the NT 

writings written in the first century AD (I agree), but the canon was also selected 

already in that century, in the “early decades” of the Christian community (i.e. ca. 30–

50/60 AD?). The words omitted from my text show that I do not think the canon as 

we now know it was established in the first century, rather during the second, and that 

we speak of an extended process rather than a first-generation decision during a few 

years. By the first omission, my disagreement with the WT author is made to 

disappear. 

In the passage from Professor Skarsaune that is cited by The Watchtower, he makes the point that no 

single church council (“Governing Body”?) decided on the canon but that it took “the combined effort 

of several congregations in all areas of the church”. There is no sense of a select group of Christians 

with superhuman abilities. 

Associate Professor Ken Berding 

Associate Professor Ken Berding also says that the decision was not made by a council (“Governing 

Body”?) and that the process entered well into the period of the Church Fathers. He states that the 

matter was not settled by the end of the second century and that the earliest complete listing of the 

generally accepted canon of 27 New Testament books comes from the 4th century list by Athanasius, 

the notable Trinitarian. 

Berding writes of the texts being “self-authenticating”, which flies in the face of The Watchtower’s 

requirement that the selection of Scriptre required superhuman abilities. 

Did “The Watchtower” tell the whole story? 

APPENDIX 

Using the term “catalogs”, the Table at page 303 of the Society’s publication “All Scripture is 

Inspired of God and Beneficial” shows that deliberations and disagreements over the Canon persisted 

for several centuries. 

The following pages
9
 include descriptions of the people listed on the Society’s Table and when they 

lived. As shown from the quotations from the Society’s publication, the Table includes modern 

compilations of quotations rather than being contemporary Canons (“catalogs”). The earliest actual 

Canon was prepared by Eusebius, Bishop of Caesaria, who lived from 263 to 339 (3rd and 4th 

centuries). 
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Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, and Origen were Bishops or Church Theologians of the 2nd to 4th Centuries 
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Bishop Irenaeus did not produce a Canon and he cited the Shepherd of Hermas and 1 Clement 
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Clement of Alexandria cited non-canonical books, including Barnabas, which he considered Apostolic 



Who Selected the Canon?: Does “The Watchtower” Tell Us the Whole Story? 

11 

 

Tertullian did not produce a Canon and he cited Shepherd of Hermas before becoming a Montanist 
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Origen cited Barnabas, Shepherd of Hermas, and Didache, apparently acknowledging them as Scripture 
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Bishop Eusebius was the first to produce a Catalog of books; he personally did not accept Revelation 
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The Trinitarian Bishop Athanasius was the first to produce the list of 27 books currently accepted by most present-day Christian churches 
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Further centuries passed while the Christian Church addressed its Canon of Scriptures. 

Decisions were arrived at through the common consent of the broad Christian community, not by its leadership 


